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Abstract 
 
The diversity of students’ personalities contributes to the dynamics of the 
language classroom. Understanding this diversity and the resulting 
interactions offers the language teacher an increased flexibility in decision-
making and the opportunity to provide a more meaningful classroom 
experience. 
 
The purpose of this study is to deepen understandings of the reciprocal 
relationship between personality and foreign language classroom learning 
from sociocultural perspectives. It explores the process of personality 
development in relation to the socio-cultural becoming of each participant 
and the way personality influences the participation and interaction of 
learners in classroom activities. The focus is on the classroom activity system 
of learners and their actions in classroom communicative events by taking 
into account aspects of life events and motives that create these actions and 
participations. This thesis argues that each student’s story and background 
can be used as a link to understand the reasons behind the students’ actions 
in language learning.  
  
A case study approach is used, and is framed within sociocultural and activity 
theory. Data from five Acehnese students’ experiences both inside and 
outside their EFL classrooms were collected from written narratives, 
interviews, and classroom observations. The findings indicate that 
personality and previous life experience impacted on the participants’ 
responses to communicative events in the classroom in complex ways. The 
combination of personal characteristics, self-perspectives, peer interactions, 
and classroom activities, are likely to play out through the participants’ 
actions. Participants’ confidence in speaking English in front of their peers 
and their willingness to risk expressing their ideas in English was key to their 
contributions to classroom activities, and this confidence derived from their 
previous experiences outside their current educational context. Patterns of 
 xi 
 
interaction differed depending on class activity and the actions of other class 
members with whom the participants interacted. Self-development occurred 
depending on the way participants utilized events and social circumstances.  
 
The significance of this research lies in the argument that a more 
comprehensive exploration of students’ lives, experiences, social 
backgrounds and the corresponding links to students’ actions in the 
classroom can have useful pedagogical implications for language learning. 
Enhanced understandings of the connections between the above may 
provide a meaningful space for students with diverse personalities in the 
learning process. Additionally, the findings offer a framework for better 
understanding the relationship between students’ personal development 
and language learning and the effects surrounding circumstances have on 
this relationship. 
 
 
 1 
 
CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
This research focuses on the personality aspects of Indonesian learners of 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL). It explores students’ actions and 
participation in an EFL classroom by considering their personality, 
experiences, and sociocultural backgrounds. The rich sociocultural context of 
Aceh and the situation in the majority of the language learning classrooms in 
Indonesia which focuses more on intellectual achievement than overall self-
development, have inspired this study and have directed the questions to be 
investigated. This chapter presents an overview of the origin and background 
of the study, followed by an account of the problems which frame this 
research. The purpose of the study, including the research question to be 
addressed, is then discussed. The chapter concludes with an overview of the 
thesis as a whole after identifying the significance of this research. 
 
1.1. Background of the study  
 
The Indonesian national education policy document of 2003 indicates that 
national education is directed towards holistic human development, 
including the development of the cognitive, affective, and psychomotor 
aspects of the learner. The goal is implied from the definition of education as 
stated in the Indonesian Act of National Education System, no 20, 2003. 
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Education is a conscious and deliberate effort to create an 
atmosphere of learning and learning process where learners are 
actively developing their potential to have the spiritual strength of 
religion, self-control of personality, intelligence, noble character and 
skills needed for self, society, nation, and state. (Translated from the 
Indonesian national education policy document, 2003, p.1) 
The definition of education in the Indonesian Act of National Education 
System as stated above provides an understanding of what the classroom 
learning process needs to achieve. The emphasis is not only on the 
educational aspects of intellectual development and skills but also on the 
development of social and religious values, as well as personal character. 
Nevertheless, in reality, it is not easy to achieve this ideal concept of 
education as many factors are involved, such as materials and learning 
resources, the teachers themselves, the students, and the social and 
environmental conditions. 
In Indonesia, most classrooms in formal educational institutions can be said 
to still apply conventional styles of teaching in which the teacher plays a 
more directive role in the teaching-learning process. This situation also 
occurs in the English language classroom. Most students only accept input 
from teacher, do particular tasks from the text book, and take the 
examinations. The opportunity to interact in the social context of the 
classroom activities is quite limited.  
 3 
 
The implementation of traditional, transmissive pedagogy may be linked to 
the teacher’s lack of competency in both their use of the English language 
and in their teaching skills. These deficits may cause a lack of enthusiasm to 
provide a stimulating and dynamic context for the teaching-learning process. 
The teachers often find it difficult to create interactive situations in the 
classroom. Lamb (2004) in his research into independent language learning 
at one Indonesian state school, for instance, found that the English teachers 
at that school were very dependent on the textbook and on materials for 
exam practice. This forces the students to take the initiative in developing 
their English skills with or without guidance from the teacher. For the 
students who are autonomous learners, this situation may be effective in 
maximizing their efforts to organize their learning processes, which involve 
making decisions, taking actions, and analyzing their results (Kohonen, 1992).  
The result of this approach by students is more independent learning and 
more creativity in finding solutions. This leads to more opportunities to 
develop their language skill as well as to improve the speed of their language 
learning. Nevertheless, the outcomes may be different for each student who 
has a different “attitude and ability” in taking responsibility for the learning 
process (Kohonen, 1992, p. 23). 
From the students’ position, there may be some hesitancy in playing an 
active role as a learning agent and this situation may be a source of students’ 
passivity in the class. One of the reasons for this hesitancy may come from 
their feelings toward the way the teacher teaches (Lamb, 2007). The 
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students’ problems with the subject or the teaching approach in the class are 
not discussed with the teacher, as the students are afraid of their teacher’s 
response (Lamb, 2007).   
The figure of the teacher is highly respected in Indonesia. Disagreement with 
the teacher in the classroom is usually avoided so whatever the teacher says, 
whether they are right or wrong, is accepted with little or no comment even 
though the students may not agree. The interaction and communication in 
the classroom mostly follows the teacher’s guidance and wishes. Students 
rarely take the initiative in giving an opinion or comment if not requested by 
the teacher. In the language classroom, these constraints will greatly affect 
the development of skills in the target language.  
Considering the importance of practice in learning a foreign language, it is 
possible that the needs of each student cannot be accommodated well due 
to the culture of education in the context of this research. If this context is 
associated with national education goals, it is likely that only a fraction of 
those goals may be achieved. In other words, it is not only that the 
development of intellectual skills is not being met but also the development 
of personality and of social values is not being accommodated. Thus, it is not 
surprising that although English has been part of Indonesia’s curriculum since 
the 1940s, the majority of people in Indonesia are still unable to use it as a 
communication tool. This is the case in Aceh. English has been viewed only as 
a required school subject, although recently, it has become popular as a 
communication tool. 
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The profile of English in the Aceh community has not been very high. In rural 
areas, its popularity is still inferior to Arabic. As the majority of Acehnese are 
Muslim, learning Arabic is viewed as important for religious purposes. 
Nevertheless, Acehnese people are quite open to different cultures and 
countries as the history of Aceh is characterized by intensive contact with 
these since the kingdom of Aceh rose to prominence in the sixteenth and 
seventieth centuries under Sultan Iskandar Muda’s leadership (Reid, 2006). 
The position of Aceh, at the northern entrance to the straits of Malacca, is 
very strategic for maritime trade, and it led the kingdom to expand its power 
into the international sphere (Reid, 2006). Due to contact through trade, 
many different cultures entered Aceh’s community and have become part of 
the Acehnese individual and social identity. Arab, Turkish, Persian, Indian, 
and Austronesian cultures have all influenced social life in Aceh (Reid, 2006). 
This is an asset in the development of community.  
Nevertheless, political conditions have changed the situation. Reid (2006) 
notes that Aceh has struggled with Jakarta, the capital city of Indonesia, since 
1873, but a peaceful solution has always been found. In the mid-1970s, a 
new separatist movement called Gerakan Aceh Merdeka or the Free Aceh 
Movement appeared and it received some support from the community, 
particularly in the regencies of Pidie, North Aceh, and East Aceh (Ananta, 
2007; Vatikiotis, 2007). The conflict intensified in the 1990s and since then 
continued until 2004, causing approximately 15,000 deaths (Vatikiotis, 2007). 
During that period, most people became afraid of talking too much with 
 6 
 
others. People lacked the courage to express themselves and had limited 
opportunity to develop their true growth potential. Interactions with others 
were limited and had to be managed carefully to avoid revealing 
controversial opinions, including those expressed during interaction in the 
classroom.  
 
During the conflict, the schools could not run effectively. Many schools even 
had to be closed as students and teachers were afraid to attend school, or 
because the school had already been burned down. It is estimated that 600 
schools were destroyed or damaged (Shah & Cardozo, 2014). This happened 
over many years, until 26 December 2004, when an earthquake and tsunami 
struck Aceh, leaving more than 170,000 people dead (Vatikiotis, 2007). This 
natural disaster led, at last, to a peace agreement between the separatist 
movement and the government of Indonesia in August 2005, and began to 
normalize Acehnese social life. Although it took some time to become stable, 
the space for self-expression in the form of interaction and communication 
gradually began to open. This more communicative environment also 
manifested itself in educational institutions.  
 
Circumstances affect self and social development in complex ways; by 
studying the sociocultural background of the Acehnese, in which both 
conflict and natural disaster are part of students’ background circumstances, 
it is interesting to see the way the Acehnese students learn and engage in 
language learning activity in class and develop their personalities as 
members of a group.   
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1.2. Problem statement 
 
Students’ development should not only be assessed on their intellectual 
performance but also on their improvement in terms of personal 
characteristics (Davydov, 1995; Wells, 1999). In EFL learning, the contribution 
of affective factors has attracted attention along with an awareness of the 
importance of interactive learning processes in the language class (Bown & 
White, 2010; Garrett & Young, 2009; Ohta, 2000). As the importance of 
language learning for practical purposes has been increasingly recognized, 
active and interactive learning in the class has become central. Given these 
circumstances, the importance of students’ personalities has become more 
apparent. 
The increasing awareness among educational practitioners that other factors 
than intellectual ones impact on a student’s self-development has prompted 
some researchers to further explore the relationship between language 
learning and personality (i.e. MacIntyre & Charos, 1996; Onwuegbuzie, 
Bailey, & Daley, 2000). However, the realization of equal attention to both 
intellectual and personality aspects may provide challenges for teachers due 
to the uniqueness of these factors within and between students as learners 
and as individuals. Understanding students’ responses to each class activity 
may be a challenging task for a teacher as each student has a different 
personality and life story. 
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Aspects of personality are assumed to influence how students learn and 
respond in different ways in a classroom learning context (Carver & Scheier, 
2012). The differences in students’ responses shape each classroom in 
uniquely different ways according to students’ unique characteristics. 
Nevertheless, a teacher may be unaware that different personalities require 
different learning needs and contribute to different responses and levels of 
participation in the classroom. This lack of awareness may be due to limited 
study on this issue. Aspects of personality in relation to students’ responses 
and interaction require further research (Boekaerts, 2000). 
Few studies have explored the relationships between personality and 
learning which take into account students’ sociocultural backgrounds and the 
impact on their interactive processes in the classroom. The majority of the 
research in personality and EFL learning focuses on the impact of personality 
on language learning proficiency (e.g. Carrell, Prince, & Astika, 1996; Erton, 
2010; Oya, Manalo, & Greenwood, 2004; Van der Walt & Dreyer, 1997; 
Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2002). In such studies, the personality trait variables 
are measured by personality measurement tools, such as Eysenck’s 
Personality Questionnaire, the Five-Factor Model, and Myers-Briggs Type 
Indicators, which are then correlated with learning achievement, using 
mostly statistical tools. This concept has become dominant in personality 
studies and this is reflected in some studies with varying results. Indeed, the 
research on personality and EFL learning has provided inconsistent findings. 
This inconsistency derives from various issues: from approach, methodology, 
 9 
 
social context and measurement tools (Dörnyei, 2006). Thus, the relationship 
between personality and EFL learning is not yet clear.  
Other foreign language learning researchers have focused on students’ self- 
construction and identity in order to investigate the developmental process 
of students as they engage with the teaching and learning process (Kramsch, 
2000; Swain & Lapkin, 2002). These studies are concerned with the process 
of students’ language learning through certain activities which contribute not 
only to language improvement but also to self-development. They indicate 
that learning a foreign language involves a complex process which includes 
cognitive, affective and social factors. Learning a language is more than just 
learning grammatical rules. Other aspects than the intellectual acquisition of 
the language are developed through this process. The important findings 
from the research focusing on student interaction are that each student’s 
actions are performed in a unique way and present their true self and 
experiences; and that they learn significantly through their communication 
with their peers, and during engagement in classroom activities.  
 
However, these studies mostly emphasize learning development in the 
classroom without comprehensively exploring the students’ life stories and 
social background to build up a picture of their profiles since early childhood.  
Since learning is a complex process and involves many elements related to 
people, situations, experience, perspective, and personality, it is necessary to 
form a comprehensive description of students from the time they start 
school, including their behaviour in the classroom and their intention to work 
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towards future goals. Comprehensive profiles of this kind could be used as a 
link to understand the reasons behind students’ actions in class. In other 
words, a more comprehensive exploration of students’ life, their 
experiences, social backgrounds and personal motives for learning could 
allow teachers to have a better understanding of students in relation to their 
engagement with classroom activity. This information would raise important 
issues with implications for responsive pedagogy, which may then contribute 
to improving students’ level of engagement. For this reason, the focus of this 
research is the issues of relationships between personality and English as a 
foreign language learning, through the observation of students’ interactions 
in the classroom as well as by taking into account their life stories and social 
background. 
 
1.3. Research objectives   
 
This study focuses on students’ personalities and the personal dimensions of 
the learning process. It aims to deepen the understanding of the reciprocal 
relationship between personality and classroom language learning. 
Specifically, this research has three objectives. The first is to explore the 
contribution of social and cultural background to the development of 
personality. The focus here is on the students’ personal characteristics and 
their family lives, communities, and educational institutions. Their motives 
and experiences in learning English are also discussed. It is expected that the 
information from this exploration will be able to give a comprehensive 
picture of each student and the facts behind the development of their 
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personality that inform who they are before they enter the observed 
classroom. This information is necessary in order to understand who the 
student is as an individual at that point. 
 
The second objective is to investigate the influences of personality on the 
participation and interaction of the learners in the EFL classroom and the 
impact of these interactions on the students’ personality development. This 
investigation concerns students’ patterns of interaction when they are 
involved in classroom activities, individually and collaboratively. The focus is 
on the students’ participation in whole classroom discussions, group or pair 
discussion, and individual work that requires particular actions of each 
student, such as role-play, asking-answering activities, and games. Through 
this observation, the uniqueness of each student and how their social 
backgrounds inform their behavior and interaction can be captured.  
 
The third objective of this research is to discover the implications of 
personality issues for responsive pedagogy and for constructing rich learning 
environments. These implications will extend to the importance of 
understanding students’ personalities in classroom interaction for 
pedagogical improvement and curriculum development. The conflicting 
results about the relationship between personality and learning, particularly 
language learning, found in previous studies will be addressed by providing 
different perspectives which strongly emphasize the contribution of the 
students’ background and previous experiences to their interactions in the 
classroom learning process.   
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Congruent with these aims, sociocultural theory underlines this investigation, 
and specifically activity theory is used to explore how the Acehnese learners 
interact with their peers, teachers, and the mediation tools provided in the 
classroom. In this way, a model of the relationship between personality and 
EFL learning will be constructed. With respect to the objectives above, the 
main research question and three sub-research questions inform the overall 
research methodology including the selection of research methods and data 
analysis strategies.  
 
Main research question:  
What is the nature of the relationships between students’ personalities and 
foreign language learning from a sociocultural perspective?  
 
Sub-questions: 
1. How do sociocultural backgrounds and practices contribute to the 
development of personality? 
2.  How do students’ personalities influence their participations and 
interactions in the EFL classroom? 
3. What are the implications of personality issues for responsive pedagogies 
and for constructing rich EFL learning environments?  
 
To achieve these aims, this study uses a qualitative case study approach. This 
approach enables the researcher to engage with the account of each 
individual student as well as with their actions and participation in classroom 
language learning. Five university students from one English speaking class 
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from the English Department of Ar-Raniry Institute, Banda Aceh, Indonesia, 
were recruited as the case study participants. The research methodology will 
be further explicated in Chapter Four.  
 
1.4. Significance of the study 
 
This study uses a sociocultural approach to investigate the psychological 
aspects of the students, especially their personalities, in the EFL classroom. 
Thus, any discussions and findings will add to the literature and research 
discussion in the field of educational and sociocultural psychology, as well as 
that of EFL learning. The concern with students’ personality construction and 
its impact on their interaction and participation in the English learning 
classroom is expected to provide an understanding of the influence of 
personality on EFL learning and may contribute to the development of the 
teaching learning process.  
 
This study may also generate rich insights into ways students from various 
backgrounds and with different personalities interact, participate, and 
respond to the teaching-learning process. It aims to increase understanding 
of which situations and activities best suit the differing learning styles of 
students based on their diverse personalities. The description of students’ 
backgrounds and interactions in the classroom, together with all the 
challenges they face and the efforts they make to overcome those will 
provide input for teachers and decision makers in the educational field to 
distinguish between the various characters of different students and their 
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resulting behaviour in the classroom, and provide pedagogy responsive to 
the distinctions. The resulting perspectives could be used to improve the 
development of foreign language education. The study findings are reflected 
on as the basis for selecting appropriate teaching strategies, methods, and 
class materials in order to help the learners develop and reach their 
potential.  
 
In addition, the use of sociocultural theory may provide insights into how this 
theory can be used to analyze the personality aspect of students as they 
engage in learning processes. The utilization of genesis analysis and activity 
theory as a framework will allow the students’ stories about their dynamic 
life inside and outside their EFL class to be explored more comprehensively. 
As a consequence, it is hoped that connections between learning, 
sociocultural background and personality can be captured in meaningful 
ways.  
 
This study’s findings may also elucidate the relationship between the 
teaching-learning process and the development of the students’ selves in 
Aceh, Indonesia - an educational context that has not yet been widely 
studied. Since these factors and relationships are always informed by and 
involve participants who come from a specific historicized cultural and 
linguistic background, each specific context needs to be explored to discover 
its impact on EFL student learning outcomes. The findings may contribute to 
the development of effective teaching strategies, methods and materials for 
use in English language teaching in Indonesia and may be generally 
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applicable to a range of other non-western contexts. The fact that the 
participants come from a region which has been shaped by both political 
conflict and natural disasters lends uniqueness and significance to this 
research. 
 
1.5. Thesis overview 
 
The aim of the research reported in this thesis is to generate understandings 
about the role of sociocultural background on students’ personality and to 
explore the relationship between EFL students’ personalities and their EFL 
learning, drawing on socioculturally oriented research approaches. This 
relationship includes the students’ involvement not only in the classroom 
community but also in the wider contexts of their daily activities. The report 
of this research consists of nine chapters. The first chapter introduces the 
thesis and sets out the background and context of the research problem, and 
the research questions. The chapter also proposes possible contributions the 
research findings might make in relation to knowledge about personality and 
EFL learning.  
 
Chapter Two presents a literature review which has four main sections: the 
nature of personality, personality and learning in perspective, research on 
personality and language learning, and empirical studies of activity in the EFL 
classroom. The first section of the review outlines the influence of western 
philosophy on the study of personality and language learning. Two 
mainstream philosophical views, dualistic and monistic, are addressed in this 
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chapter. Following a review of the reported research on personality and 
learning, the studies of personality and EFL learning are presented. The 
literature review identifies the challenges that exist in research on 
personality and learning and argues for the benefits of utilizing sociocultural 
approach to deal with these challenges. 
 
Chapter Three develops a theoretical framework which draws on 
sociocultural theory influenced by Vygotskian psychology and Leontiev’s 
concept of personality. The meaning of personality under a sociocultural 
approach is defined. To present a brief description of the students’ 
development and actions, the framework utilizes Vygotsky’s genetic 
approach, ontogenesis and microgenesis, together with activity theory, and 
examines the appropriateness of the application of these approaches to this 
study. This chapter shows the meaning and connection between ontogenesis 
and microgenesis, and the way activity theory works as a unit of analysis in a 
microgenetic context.  
 
Chapter Four addresses the research design, which is consistent with the 
theoretical framework in chapter 3. It begins with the methodological 
framework, which uses case study design. The reason for the use of case 
study in a specific local context is explained, and criteria are presented for 
recruiting the research participants. A sequential explanation of the 
procedure of data collection, which consists of written narrative, interviews, 
and classroom observation, is given. To close the chapter, the position of 
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ontogenesis and microgenesis in data analysis is discussed with reference to 
the research questions. 
 
Chapter Five to Chapter Eight are the data chapters. Chapter Five discusses 
ontogenetic analysis. It focuses on the process of personality development in 
relation to the students’ background circumstances. The profile of each 
participant’s characteristics, sociocultural background, life histories and 
experiences is discussed. The connection between the sociocultural values 
and personalities of the participants is explored by looking at the influence of 
their dynamic life and the people who surround them. All this information 
contributes to a rich understanding of how each aspect of students’ life 
connects and contributes to their personality development, leading them to 
become the person they currently are.  
 
The sixth chapter deals with microgenetic analysis. It focuses on the activity 
system of participants in the classroom. The Engeström activity model is used 
as a framework to explain how the classroom system works for the students. 
This chapter illustrates the nature of each component in the model which 
consists of subject, object, mediation tools, rules, community, and division of 
labour, aspects that all emerge in the classroom during the teaching-learning 
process. From this illustration, it can be explained how the elements of this 
activity system accommodate students’ diverse personalities.  
 
Continuing the analysis of microgenetic data, Chapter Seven considers the 
students’ actions and interactions in the communicative events in classroom. 
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The focus is on the contribution of the participants’ personalities to their 
participations in classroom events. The discussions also include the way 
other relational factors encourage or discourage students to actively involve 
themselves in communicative events. The impact of the classroom dynamic 
on this participation is also a major focus of exploration in order to observe 
the possible changes that occur to the students during the teaching-learning 
process. By developing connections between all these factors, the role and 
influence of personality in EFL communicative events and the impact of the 
students’ interaction in these events upon their self-development can be 
evaluated. 
 
Chapter Eight presents a discussion of pedagogical issues. This chapter looks 
at the classroom activity system from both the perspective of the students 
and that of the teacher and identifies the system’s strengths and 
weaknesses.  The interconnection between the students’ and the teacher’s 
goals of teaching-learning process is discussed in order to reveal both the 
students’ and the teacher’s intended activities and to explore the degree of 
compatible goals between the students and their teacher within the 
classroom activity system as a whole. This chapter attempts to synthesize the 
analyses presented in Chapter Five to Seven. An exploration of the 
importance of the teacher’s responsiveness to students’ personalities and 
students’ learning needs is introduced in order to further clarify the nature of 
the relationship between personality and language learning. 
 
 19 
 
Chapter Nine concludes this thesis. It revisits the research questions and the 
research methodology. The findings are summarized in relation to the 
research questions. From these findings, a model of the relationship 
between personality and EFL learning is developed. A consideration of 
possible future research directions in relation to students’ personality and 
EFL learning concludes the chapter.  
 
In the following chapter, a review of literature on personality and language 
learning studies is presented.  
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
 
2.1. Introduction 
 
As mentioned in Chapter One, this study aims to deepen the understanding 
of the reciprocal relationship between personality and classroom language 
learning. Thus, the review of relevant literature to explore the relationship 
between these variables is a central part of this chapter. The purpose of this 
chapter is to review the perspectives on personality and language learning 
presented in current research, and their interrelated roles in classroom 
contexts.  
 
The conceptualization of language learning theories appears to be complex 
as it involves the cultural background of language learners and their 
understanding and perspectives of the cultural context of the target 
language. Larsen-Freeman and Long (2014, p.2) state that the study of 
second language acquisition (SLA) is “a true conundrum” as different fields of 
knowledge which include “psychology, linguistics, sociology, anthropology, 
psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, and neurolinguistics” are necessary to 
explain the phenomena of SLA. All of these factors are synthesized and enter 
the experience of the learners in the forms of learners’ native languages, 
target languages, experiences, cultures of the target languages, current 
situations and other phenomena. Thus, learning a second or a foreign 
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language may provide more challenges for some students compared with 
learning other subjects.  
 
Previously, research on the cognitive aspects of language learning played a 
major role in the SLA field; however, an increased understanding that the 
affective aspect has an integral connection with the cognitive aspect in 
explaining the differences between learner experiences in the language 
learning process has raised attention to the research into the psychological 
aspects of the language learner (Garrett & Young, 2009; Ortega, 2009). 
Nevertheless, the research into affective factors can be said to be less 
developed in the SLA field (Bown & White, 2010) as a consensus concerning 
the affective factors in definition and interaction in learning processes has 
not yet been achieved. Norton (1995, p. 11) states, “there are disagreements 
in the literature on the way affective variables interact with the larger social 
context”.  
 
In terms of research on personality aspects of the learners, disagreement on 
the meaning of personality, either as fixed or changing over time, creates 
various perspectives of the relationship between personality and learning 
which impact on the type of research approach used in explaining this 
relationship. As a result, the way personality contributes to the language 
learning process in the classroom has raised some questions and is still the 
subject of active debate (Dörnyei, 2006). Inconsistency in research results in 
explaining the relationship between personality variables and language 
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learning creates an assumption that personality variables have no 
relationship with SLA (Lalonde & Gardner, 1984). 
 
To understand the sources of the various perspectives in the relationship 
between personality and language learning, the discussion in this chapter 
starts with consideration of the philosophical roots of the concept of 
personality. It focuses on the nature of personality by presenting the 
philosophical assumptions of the Cartesian concept as well as the 
development, the debates, and trends in personality theory and research.  
 
The second part discusses the research on personality and learning, and aims 
to identify the relationships between them. From this discussion, the 
emergence of recent trends in personality and language learning research is 
illuminated. These trends are at the centre of the discussion in the following 
section, in which the connection between the two variables of personality 
and language learning is explored, and mainstream perspectives in this field 
are established. Moreover, since classroom activity is a central part of this 
investigation, a review of studies that consider the relationship between 
personality and language classroom activities will be presented. This review 
provides the basis for the study’s approach and design. 
 
2.2. The nature of personality 
 
The concept of personality usually involves consideration of certain features 
that differ from person to person. Thus, the definition and conceptualization 
of personality is constructed to accommodate its many aspects. One popular 
 23 
 
definition was put forward by Gordon Allport (1937, p.48) who defines 
personality as “the dynamic organization within the individual of those 
psychophysical systems that determine his unique adjustments to his 
environment”. Allport’s definition of personality reveals his perspective on 
the complexity of individual features which coordinate both physical and 
psychological aspects. For Allport, these two aspects are synthesized in the 
developing human personality. Other psychologists may have different 
perspectives as the concept of personality itself is about uniquely different 
human beings.  
 
The differences in the philosophical viewpoints and contexts, such as world 
war and social issues in the world occurring when the theories were 
conceptualized, have divided psychological thought into various strands and 
influenced discussions and stirred controversies over personality theory at 
various points in history (Pettigrew & Cherry, 2012; Winter & Barenbaum, 
2008). For psychologists, the ideas discussed by earlier philosophers have 
mostly inspired and helped in laying out the philosophical basis of their 
psychological concepts (O’Donohue & Kitchener, 1996). This has resulted in 
varying perspectives on the way personality functions, according to the 
differences in the philosophical stances of psychologists. The next section 
gives an overview of the development of personality theory and its 
philosophical roots. 
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2.2.1. The development of personality theory 
 
The concept of personality had become part of the discussions in the field of 
psychology before the 1920s but it was in frequent use in psychological fields 
in the 1920s (Winter & Barenbaum, 2008). Allport was acknowledged and 
widely known as the person who attempted to define and systematize the 
field of personality through his book, Personality: a psychological 
interpretation, which strengthened the existence of the field of personality 
(Winter & Barenbaum, 2008). Allport’s extensive discussions about and 
support of the psychological personality made this field popular among 
psychology scholars (Nicholson, 1998).  
 
Allport’s approach in analyzing a case by combining the analytic approach 
and interpretation approach reveals his concept of a person as a “whole” 
(Winter & Barenbaum, 2008, p.7). Although Allport shows his preference for 
the analytical approach or interpretive approach to personality in his analysis 
(Dumont, 2010), this approach was less popular at that time as it was 
considered by some researchers as “scientifically unacceptable” (Winter & 
Barenbaum, 2008, p. 7).  
 
Allport (1937, pp. 306-307) developed a personality trait theory by 
constructing categories which describe stable and enduring characteristic 
modes, temporary mood-state activities, character evaluations and a mixed 
category of physical and psychological characteristics and talents. These 
categories reveal his view of a consistency in behavioural responses across 
different situations even though Allport also recognizes the contribution of 
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situations to a person’s responses (Pervin, 2003). Expanding on Allport’s 
personality and trait theories, the following discussion further explores the 
notion of human traits through a broader review of the research on this 
topic.  
 
After Allport, Henry Murray published Explorations in personality which 
expanded on the work of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung on psychology 
(Pettigrew & Cherry, 2012; Winter & Barenbaum, 2008). In his text, Murray 
widely discusses the nature of human needs. He believed that “personality is 
the outcome of numerous forces” (Murray, 2007, p.144). Needs, inner states, 
and general traits are considered a part of these forces. He classifies 44 
variables in four categories: “manifest needs, latent needs, inner states, and 
general traits” (Murray, 2007, p.144). His wide discussions on human needs 
could be said to have inspired other researchers to investigate the position of 
personal needs in daily human life (Pettigrew & Cherry, 2012). Murray also 
contributed to a new methodological concept. His Thematic Apperception 
Test (TAT), which includes storytelling technique through pictures, provided 
widely accepted new insights into and knowledge of methodology in 
psychological disciplines (Pettigrew & Cherry, 2012). Through his TAT, 
Murray popularized experimental techniques (Winter & Barenbaum, 2008). 
 
Between 1940-1960, increased attention was directed to longitudinal 
analysis in the study of personality (Pettigrew & Cherry, 2012). During this 
time, Raymond Cattell (1970) proposed his sixteen-factor personality 
inventory (16PF). These factors are representative of his thought about the 
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meaning of personality, which involves “temperamental, ability and dynamic 
aspects” (Cattell, 1950, p. 627). His 16PF version has been used widely and 
developed into a standard measurement of personality (Matthews, Deary, & 
Whiteman, 2003). Cattell also introduced and developed further concepts 
and measurement methods such as correlation and factor analysis into 
psychometrics within the field of personality (Winter & Barenbaum, 2008; 
Dumont, 2010).  
 
Cattell’s concept development could be said to have reshaped fundamental 
thinking around a personality development inventory. This reshaping can be 
viewed from the emergence of multiple personality trait instruments after 
Cattell’s initial exploration. As an example, the Eysenck Personality 
Questionnaire proposes a three factor model (Eysenck & Eysenck, 1969), and 
the five-factor model of personality developed by Robert McRae and Paul 
Costa divides the traits into five broad domains called neuroticism, 
extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness (Matthews et 
al., 2003). In recent years, the five factor analysis of traits has become the 
most popular psychometric tool in personality research. 
 
However, limitations in proposed personality inventories raise questions 
over the validity of tools that attempt to explain the distinctively complex 
and contested nature of human behaviour. In addition, debates about 
whether a person’s personality is stable or dynamic mostly boil down to a 
consideration of a particular psychological concept, and therefore 
measurement will unfortunately remain unresolved, leaving multiple 
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perspectives open for further debate. As a result, the field of psychology is 
considered to be in a crisis situation and its relevance has been questioned 
(Epstein & O’Brien, 1985). Mischel’s (1968) text, ‘Personality and assessment’ 
created vigorous debate over the idea that an individual can be seen in terms 
of a simplistic dichotomy- either stable or dynamic. Mischel claims that 91% 
of personality variables are unexplained. His opinion that each correlation 
measurement of self never reaches higher than 0.30, has produced heated 
argument among psychologists (Pettigrew & Cherry, 2012). Mischel criticizes 
the lack of discussion on the role of social contexts on people’s behaviour. 
For Mischel, character traits correspond to the nature of the social situation 
(Dumont, 2010).  
 
Along with the ontological crisis in traditional psychology with its 
experimental approaches to personality studies emergent between 1960-
1980, existential and humanistic psychology found their momentum during 
these years (Pettigrew & Cherry, 2012). One of the concepts in the 
humanistic approach is that people can be understood by looking at their 
“life goals” and “purposive behaviour” (Dumont, 2010, p.56). In this 
approach, the sources of growth are essentially within the human person 
and not created or invented by society (Maslow, 1968). Inner experience, 
freedom, and activity of mind are considered as important aspects in the 
humanistic tradition (Viney, 1993). Thus, the concept of free choice in the 
development of personality became popular during this time. The ideas of 
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Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers, who developed the concept of humanistic 
psychology, attracted much attention.  
 
Maslow conceptualized his theory of personality based on the concept of a 
hierarchy of needs that can be used as a tool to classify personality as well as 
to describe levels of development in different people (Madsen, 1988). Each 
level of the hierarchy determines how people act and react to surrounding 
phenomena. A person who is at the physiological level will have different 
goals, motives, and desires from those who are at the safety needs level, for 
example. These differences influence their points of view, which are 
reflected in their behaviour. New levels of needs emerge after the lower 
level needs have been fulfilled. Thus, self-actualization, as the highest level 
need, is only reached if other lower needs, such as physiological needs, 
safety needs, belonging needs, and esteem needs, have been met (Maslow, 
1970). Although he presents the needs as a hierarchy, Maslow does not deny 
that the priority of individual needs will vary depending on personal 
circumstances. These circumstances are described by Carl Rogers as the 
source of an individual’s “phenomenal field” or “private world” (Rogers, 
1979, p.484). The way people react to the world around them is based on 
their personal appraisal of the surrounding circumstances. In this sense, an 
individual has the power to control self and life. For this reason, for Rogers, 
understanding of others can be obtained by acknowledging their unique 
world (Ellis, Abrams, & Abrams, 2009). 
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In the 1980s, cultural psychology started to build its reputation within the 
field of psychology (Winter & Barenbaum, 2008). Cultural psychology focuses 
on the idea of “compiled experiences” through examining “the way culture 
and psyche make each other up” (Shweder & Sullivan, 1993, pp. 497-498). 
The theorists of this approach believe that individual behaviour is not 
universal but is context-dependent (Shweder, 1980). This approach is 
concerned with individual mental states as part of a particular culture that is 
reflected in and received through engagement in social practice within 
particular social groups which, in turn, leads to sharing conversation, social 
values, and traditions (Shweder, 1999). Cole (1996, pp. 108-110) identified 
the basic principles of cultural psychology as “mediation through artifacts”, 
“historical development”, and “practical activity” as well as “social origins of 
human thought processes”. All of these principles are a reflection of an 
understanding that human development cannot be separated from cultural 
historical activity, a concept corresponding with that of the Russian scholars, 
Lev Vygotsky, Aleksei Leontiev, and Alexander Luria (Cole, 1996, p.104). This 
discipline has influenced some theorists who are concerned about the 
impact of sociocultural factors on self-development. Despite ongoing 
contestation, an interest and understanding of the contexts in which humans 
spend their daily lives continues to attract research attention (Winter & 
Barenbaum, 2008). The importance of culture and social contexts in human 
development has reached a new level in the study of personality. 
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In recent years, controversies around the ‘person-situation’ or ‘stable-
dynamic’ positioning remain. In order to generate some understanding of the 
issues at the core of the debates and controversies over the development of 
personality, the following discussion takes a closer look at the philosophical 
issues of the Cartesian mind-body dualism which produce this dichotomy. 
The dualistic and monistic concept of mind and body was considered to be 
behind the separation of theorists into various schools of psychology (Van 
der Veer & Valsiner, 1991; Ellis et al., 2009). 
 
2.2.2. The Cartesian mind-body dualism 
 
The dualistic perspective on mind and body emerged from the ideas of Rene 
Descartes (1596-1650). His discussion of mind and body or psychological and 
physical problems is bound up with the basic ontological problems in 
psychology such as mind, psyche, and consciousness, all of which, 
conceptually, continue to stimulate much psychological research (Madsen, 
1988). It is therefore no surprise that Descartes’ ideas have long been 
considered major forces in the ongoing reshaping of the style, shape, and 
content of philosophy (Woolhouse, 1993) as well as modern psychology 
(Reed, 1982; Schultz & Schultz, 2008). Descartes’ work is considered to 
provide an important insight for understanding human natural law (Pickren & 
Rutherford, 2010). 
 
Descartes (1984) proposed the idea of a dualistic metaphysics which 
attempts to make a distinction between the mind and the body. He believed 
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that the mind could exist independently of the body and that each of them 
was a complete substance. He also recognized the element of free will that 
could be exercised by humans, and mentioned that “the highest perfection 
of man is that he acts freely, or through the will” (Descartes, 1984, p.17). An 
error or a mistake in human action is caused by its implementation rather 
than its nature.  
 
Descartes (1984) explained the internal processes of humans and animals 
from a mechanical perspective by stating that “our body normally moves as 
the result of a conscious effort of our will, and the effort not only moves the 
body but also stops the movement, when these are not halted by weight or 
by another cause” (p.5). Descartes believed that the interaction between 
thinking and body occurs in the central brain that produces mental 
processes, such as perceiving the signs in the environment and making 
decisions to act (Madsen, 1988).  
 
Descartes’ ideas have inspired many experts in various fields although not all 
his concepts are well accepted by others, including his successors, such as 
Spinoza and Leibniz. Spinoza (1632-1677) had a different view from 
Descartes’ concept of mind and body. For Spinoza, the mind and body are 
unified and the two elements cannot be separated. The unity of mind and 
body that exists in a human being comes from the fact that the body is the 
object of the mind, so whatever happens to the body, the mind detects 
(Hampshire, 2005). Spinoza states that “this idea of the mind is united to the 
mind in the same way as the mind is united to the body” (Spinoza, 1977, 
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p.57). This thought leads Spinoza to ignore the concept of free will offered by 
dualism. He stated:  
There is in no mind absolute or free will, but the mind is determined 
for willing this or that by a cause which is determined in its turn by 
another cause, and this one again by another, and so on to infinity. 
(Spinoza, 1977, p.74)  
For Spinoza, mind involves a holistic system in humans which includes the 
cognitive and affective processes (Bernard, 1972). Thus, in contrast to 
Descartes, Spinoza emphasizes the intertwined nature of the relationships 
between soul and body, individual and society, nature and nurture, and the 
inner and outer worlds.  
 
The dichotomy within the philosophical concept of mind and body has 
impacted on the study of personality. The dualistic and monistic concepts 
have influenced the way self and personality are conceptualized, as the 
individualistic self or the holistic self. The next section looks at the 
perspectives of self and personality from these different points of view.  
 
2.2.3. The dichotomy in the perspective of personality 
 
The main source of the controversies within psychology revolve around the 
problems of the individual’s embodiment in societal relationships, whether 
individuals should be perceived as inseparable from society or separated 
from it (i.e. Epstein & O’Brien, 1985; Guisinger & Blatt, 1994; Markus & 
Kitayama, 1991; Oyserman & Lee, 2008; Sappington, 1990). These issues 
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contribute to the debate over whether personality is stable or dynamic (i.e. 
Caspi, Roberts, & Shiner, 2005; Donellan, Hill, & Roberts, 2015; Dweck, 2008; 
Roberts & Helson, 1997). Each side provides reasonable points of view to 
strengthen their arguments as to whether an individualistic perspective with 
its concept of independent self is preferable, or a holistic perspective with its 
stance of interdependent self. 
  
2.2.3.1. The individualistic perspective 
 
From an individualistic perspective, social context is believed to be less 
influential on personality development and personality is seen as belonging 
inherently to the person. Self is independent from others, so that one’s 
agency originates from inside the person (Cross & Markus, 1999). A person is 
considered as a single autonomous entity and others outside self are 
accepted as “internal representations” or “objects of contractual relations” 
(Winter & Barenbaum, 2008). Ratner (2000) notes that from an 
individualistic perspective, personal agency refers to personal attributes and 
that the individual has the authority to make decisions according to their 
personal point of view, which will, in turn, benefit them.  Self is understood 
as the primary agent for individual life, and free will is very important to 
individual growth.  
 
The theorists in this perspective believe that free will controls one’s choices 
in carrying out and selecting from alternative courses of action (Sappington, 
1990). Mind is viewed as a key factor that directs a person to choose events, 
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objects, or activities, which are usually based on their experiences and points 
of view of the world. The choices made and the responsibility taken for the 
choices will determine the quality of one’s life. The development of 
personality is then, largely determined by free choice. This development 
occurs by optimizing freewill in accordance with our personal understanding 
of the world (Rogers, 1979).  
 
Immanuel Kant, the philosopher who lived in the era when the individualistic 
perspective became the popular stance, believed that independence of will 
was actually the goal of individual life. Kant (1996) asserts that freedom and 
self-sufficiency will produce general happiness. Free will leads every 
conscious person to be responsible for themselves, and for the way they 
behave. An individual is free to choose what kind of person they want to be, 
or what character they want to have. This perspective is also held by another 
philosopher, William James. James highlights this free will as a form of 
uniqueness. He states: “free will means nothing but real novelty” (James, 
1911, p.141). Although James does not deny that circumstance also plays a 
role in shaping the individual, he believes that an individual’s will and 
decisions, which come from their unique experiences, make a greater 
contribution to the world. Through this free will, an individual is considered 
to have the power to control oneself and one’s life. For this reason, from this 
perspective, an individual should be given a wider opportunity to choose the 
path they consider to be optimal for their growth throughout life. From 
Maslow’s (1968) perspective, an individual should be given free choice in 
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determining their life because one knows exactly what one needs; thus, he 
or she will naturally choose what is good for their growth.  
 
In brief, individualistic perspectives view personality as part of the individual 
self. The theorists following this theory agree that the social aspect is 
important but only in so far as it supports self-growth. The person, in this 
perspective, is an “autonomous”, independent free entity” and a “self-
contained individual on-guard against the influence of others” (Cross & 
Markus, 1999, p.383). They believe that every person is unique and has 
different experiences which lead them to grow and develop as an individual, 
so each person needs to have the freedom to choose and take decisions that 
concern their own life, independently of society’s opinion. This positioning 
reflects a separation between person and culture or self and society (Cross & 
Markus, 1999, p.384). 
 
2.2.3.2. The view of the interdependent self  
 
Unlike the individualistic theory that argues that human actions are mostly 
independent of antecedent conditions, the interdependence view 
emphasizes the influence of social context to self-development (Markus & 
Kitayama, 1998). A person is always in relation to their social environment 
(Ratner, 2000). The place where people live, communicate, produce cultural 
artifacts, and use tools in social activities influences the way they act, react, 
and respond to others and events around them and also affects their 
development (Vygotsky, 1994). This stance believes that humans are part of 
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their environment by considering that “human nature is created in the 
medium of culture and thus can be understood only in cultural context” 
(Miller, 2010, p.192). Thus, developmental processes that change within the 
child are based on their role in society and the meaning of these 
environmental factors (Vygotsky, 1994).  
 
The expansion of the environment is inseparable from the expansion of 
personal relationships, which provides an individual with more opportunities 
to enrich insights and knowledge about their surroundings (Vygotsky, 1994). 
In this light, language is a tool for building this communicative relationship. 
The actively developing person engages with their community and shares 
with others their enriched individual experiences (Oyserman & Markus, 
1998). In essence, social processes and social contexts inevitably shape and 
reshape human development. Based on this understanding, from an 
interdependence stance, personality is causally related to the social context. 
Society is considered as the place in which personality arises. That is, the 
culture in which a person is born, grows up, and is educated, has a direct 
influence in shaping that individual’s personality (Dumont, 2010). 
 
Considering that social contexts play a crucial role in a person’s 
development, the concept of personal agency from an interdependence 
perspective is different from the individualistic perspective that adopts 
personal choice as a fundamental factor in making decisions. Agency from an 
interdependence perspective is influenced by social context (Cross & Markus, 
1999). Personal autonomy is realized in working with others as part of 
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expressing and enhancing the self (Cross & Markus, 1999). Bourdieu (2000) 
highlights the view that each society and its characteristic social relations will 
provide different results in terms of personal agency, which depends on 
particular social experiences and situations. He emphasizes that society 
guides the agent’s social habits, which then enter memory and influence 
psychological functions and behaviour. He writes that agency is not 
independent of social contexts; that is, there is an interrelationship between 
agency and society which is mediated, socio-culturally, by activities. 
 
Interpreting the above ideas, it can be assumed that from an 
interdependence perspective, social context plays an important role in the 
formation of one’s personality. There is an interdependent connection 
between self and society, between people and culture, and one becomes a 
meaningful person in reference to this relationship (Cross & Markus, 1999, 
p.383). Consequently, agentive behaviour has a strong connection with social 
norms and the expectations of people around these behaviours. 
Nevertheless, this does not mean that people give up individual desires. 
Cross and Markus (1999) believed that efforts to fit in with others are always 
in harmony with individual desires. This occurs because society has 
constructed the needs, and the self accepts and follows the particular norms 
and conditions.  
 
In brief, discussions of self within interdependence theory emphasize the 
interwoven relationship of psychological factors in the formation of 
personality, which develops as a whole, without any separation of these 
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factors. Thus, the individual and society contribute to each other as an 
integrated whole. This understanding is different from the individualistic 
perspective where personality is seen as belonging inherently to the person 
and social contexts are believed to be less influential. Table 2.1. compares 
notions of personality: the individualistic and the interdependent 
psychological perspective. 
 
 
Concept of personality 
 
Individualistic 
perspective 
 
Interdependence 
perspective 
 
Meaning A set of stable traits A dynamic process  
 
Agency Innate (free will) Social experiences and 
relations 
 
Developmental 
process 
Independently and 
separately from social-
cultural context 
 
Holistic, socially and 
culturally embedded 
 
Table 2.1. A comparison of individualistic and interdependent perspectives of the 
concept of personality. 
 
The differences emerging from the philosophical viewpoints of the concept 
of self lead to the differences in mainstream understanding of personality 
research and theoretical concepts. Individualistically-oriented researchers 
are concerned with a focus on the study of individuals as unique and how 
this uniqueness differs between people. On the other hand, emphasizing 
interdependent aspects in individual development, including the importance 
of situations and diverse social environments, guides other researchers to 
focus on the psychological aspects in various situations (Higgins, 2000).  
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2.3. Personality and learning 
 
The development of personality theories and the philosophy held by 
theorists has influenced the research on personality and learning. In the field 
of education, research on students’ personalities has been discussed in 
various ways and from different perspectives (e.g. Chamorro-Prezumic & 
Furnham, 2003; de Bruin, 2007; Swanberg & Martinsen, 2010). The 
understanding that each student brings their unique self to the classroom 
has led some educational practitioners to focus their attention on the 
relationships between students’ personalities and learning processes. 
Discussions on how personality and learning processes influence each other 
have been undertaken from multiple perspectives. Most theorists approach 
personality and learning as a relationship between variables by viewing the 
contributions of personality to learning achievements, learning styles, and 
learning strategies (e.g. Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2003; Chamorro-
Premuzic & Furnham, 2008; Conard, 2005; Dewaele & Furnham, 2000; 
Swanberg & Martinsen, 2010). These studies identify the effects of 
personality on students’ achievements and performance levels by frequently 
focusing on the five-factor model of personality. They examine correlations 
between specific personality traits in some categories, such as neuroticism, 
extroversion, consciousness, openness to experience, agreeableness, and 
learning performance. 
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Swanberg and Martinsen (2010) investigate relationships between 
neuroticism, extroversion, openness, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 
deep, surface, and strategic learning approaches. These researchers attempt 
to demonstrate the mediating effects of learning styles in terms of 
relationships between personality and learning outcomes, using hierarchical 
regression analysis. Their results show a positive relationship between 
certain personality variables and particular approach variables: 
conscientiousness connects with the strategic approach, openness to 
experience relates to the deep approach, and neuroticism affects the surface 
approach. The results from hierarchical regression analysis also indicate that 
variances in achievement beyond personality are influenced significantly by 
approaches to learning and studying. 
 
Other researchers explore relationships between personality and learning by 
combining personality variables with other factors such as intelligence and 
approaches to learning. For example, Chamorro-Premuzic and Furnham 
(2008) examine the degree to which personality, ability, and learning 
approach predict academic performance. They focus on characteristics such 
as openness, consciousness, and deep and achieving learning approaches as 
the variables that researchers claim affect academic outcomes. The research 
explores links between personality and different learning approaches, and 
further examines relationships between these links to intelligence. The 
researchers use Psychometric tests, which consist of the NEO-PI-R, the Study 
Process Questionnaire, the Wonderlic IQ Test, and the Baddeley Reasoning 
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Test. They find that openness, conscientiousness, deep and achieving 
approaches to learning correlate positively to academic performance.  
 
Differences between students’ learning approaches and styles which are 
considered to impact students’ academic performance have prompted 
research interest in these variables in relation to personality. Using three 
learning style instruments, Furnham (1992) correlates students personalities 
with their learning styles. The students’ personalities are measured along the 
Eysenckian dimensions of extraversion, neuroticism, psychoticism and lie 
(dissimulation). These 1992 findings indicate that personality has a strong 
relationship to learning styles, particularly along the dimensions of 
extraversion and psychoticism. 
 
Some personality and learning studies in educational contexts involve taking 
a closer look at a more complex part of self by including self regulatory 
processes (Klein & Lee, 2006), self directed learning (de Bruin, 2007), and 
self-perceived communicative competence (Bakx, Van der Sanden, Sijtsma, 
Croon, & Vermetten, 2006). These researchers used questionnaires to 
examine particular variables traditionally associated with the notion of 
personality. Questionnaires along with other measurement scales like NEO-
PI-R or assessment scores are frequently used in these types of studies. 
Participating students’ questionnaire responses are statistically analysed 
using techniques such as multiple regression and ANOVA. Connection and 
comparison between selected variables are based on the scores appearing in 
these tools of analysis.  
 42 
 
 
The studies previously mentioned have contributed to the understandings of 
relationships between personality and learning through their focus on 
particular traits in a students’ personality. The use of the five-factor model of 
personality in the majority of the research on personality and learning 
indicates the popularity of these personality measurement tools in this area 
of research (e.g. Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2003; Conard, 2005; Klein 
& Lee, 2006; Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2008; Swanberg & Martinsen, 
2010). Such models adopt a quantitative method to inform the correlation 
between the particular variables, thus, the scores become a determiner of 
the findings. Most research findings show varied results and mixed findings 
for each trait variable. One personality trait may provide a positive 
correlation and others may not prove any evidence of this relationship. The 
use of different variables and measurement tools in explaining the 
relationship of students’ personalities and their learning processes allow for 
the differences in the outcomes (Dörnyei, 2006).  
 
The use of particular inventory and statistical figures to explain one’s 
personality as explored in the majority of research described above raises 
the concern that the social circumstances surrounding students during 
learning could not be captured. The students’ performance and 
achievements are likely to have a relationship with the entire process in the 
class and with experiences outside the class. Shweder (1991) argues that 
assessment using personality inventories has ignored the role of 
sociocultural context in the development of individuals. The learners are 
 43 
 
viewed as universally human in nature and their uniqueness as an individual 
tends to be ignored; the students are also valued only according to their 
responses to the class and to their achievements, without paying attention 
to their social background. Actually, when learners come to the class, they 
bring their personal background, which is revealed in terms of their 
reactions, responses, and actions. Therefore, the unique experiences of 
students in the learning process needs to be captured in order to have an 
understanding of their learning behaviour in particular learning contexts 
(Boekaerts, 2000). 
 
An awareness that the learning process involves all integral aspects of 
physical and psychological states and the contribution of circumstances to 
human mental processes leads some researchers to pay more attention to 
the circumstances that influence students’ personalities and the processes 
involved in their learning (e.g. Markus & Kitayama, 1998). This awareness is 
also recognized as important in the research field of second and foreign 
language learning.  
 
A concern with the influence of social context on students’ development in 
the language learning process is evident in recent research that focuses on 
sociocultural theory. The use of this theory promotes discussion on the 
relationship between personality and the language learning process, putting 
more emphasis on the process of learning itself and the circumstances that 
exist during learning activity. In other words, the sociocultural approach can 
be seen as an appropriate theory to capture the social context of the learner; 
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it offers an illuminating alternative to mainstream research on cognitive and 
linguistic rules which previously enjoyed wide appeal. The following 
discussion will examine mainstream research and trends in the language 
learning context. 
 
2.4. Research on personality and language learning 
 
The different perspectives of the interrelated individual and social, nature 
and nurture aspects, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, have also 
influenced the research strands on English as a foreign language. Kramsch 
(2000) identifies that previously the dichotomy between the individual and 
the social was quite clear in theories of language learning and acquisition. 
Language acquisition was considered to be attributable more to the 
individual mind; meanwhile, language use in communication and social 
process existed in the social context. This dichotomy has stirred debate 
about the way language learners learn and develop their proficiency.  
 
Block (2003) notes that at the beginning of its appearance, from 1950 to late 
1970, linguistic competence has dominated research in the second language 
field. This domination started to decrease in the 1980s as an awareness of 
the importance of communicative competence in language learning 
increased. In the 1990s, the dichotomy of the individual and the social 
context raised more attention and this issue began to be discussed in the 
public forum (Kramsch & Whiteside, 2007). A reconceptualization by Alan 
Firth and Johannes Wagner in 1997 placed more attention on social context 
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in research on second language acquisition (SLA) and raised much debate 
between the cognitive process and sociolinguistic views of second language 
acquisition (Block, 2003; Firth & Wagner, 2007; Kramsch & Whiteside, 2007; 
Swain & Deters, 2007). During this time, socially-oriented theory became 
more prominent in SLA research. This situation has significantly affected 
perspectives of second and foreign language learning. 
 
The research on language learning mostly falls into two major areas: focusing 
on linguistic aspects or cognitive process and progress (e.g. Kroll & 
Sunderman, 2003), and focusing on social activities of classroom language 
learning through increased attention to the psychological aspects of the 
learners and their social circumstances (e.g. Sullivan, 2000; Kramsch, 2000; 
Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000). In the first stream, the emphasis is on analysis of 
linguistic areas and the discourse of the language system. In the second 
stream, language learning is analysed from the perspective of social context 
and activities; thus, in this stream, the psychological aspect of the language 
learner is seen as one of the most important factors, as social activities 
always involve communication and negotiation among the interlocutors. 
 
In terms of the psychological aspects of learning, the dichotomy between self 
as independent from social context and interdependent self has also affected 
the research into personality and affective factors in learning. To illustrate, as 
noted by Norton (2000, p.4), while Krashen believes that motivation and self-
confidence stand alone from social context, Spolsky regards them as 
intertwined. These debates come from different views about the way human 
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beings learn, and how much biological and social factors contribute to 
learning processes (Mitchell & Myles, 1998, p.10). The differences in the 
ideas and the concepts above have affected the strands in SLA research that 
relate foreign language learning to personality. 
 
Following the trend in the field of personality psychology, investigations into 
the relationship between personality and foreign language learning by 
focusing on personality trait variables are also gaining research attention, 
particularly research into students’ academic achievements as outcomes of 
learning processes (i.e. Carrel, Prince & Astika, 1996; Ehrman, 2008; Erton, 
2010; Oya, Manalo, & Greenwood, 2004; Van der Walt & Dreyer, 1997; 
Verhoeven & Vermeer 2002). 
 
Ehrman (2008), for instance, focuses her research on students’ personalities 
and their language achievements by attempting to correlate these two 
variables using a personality inventory from the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. 
This indicator consists of four scales: extraversion-introversion, sensing-
intuition, thinking-feeling, and judging-perceiving. Ehrman’s findings show 
that the students who have been assessed as being introverted by the 
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator achieve better in language learning as the 
introversion-sensing-thinking-judging personality is the most significant type 
emerging from correlation statistic tests. 
 
In a similar way, the research conducted by Carrell, Prince, and Astika (1996) 
also used the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator in correlating the students’ 
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personalities and their academic performances. They examined the 
personality and achievement of 76 students in English classes from one 
university in Indonesia. These findings also indicate that students judged as 
introverted seemed to do better under certain learning conditions. However, 
as the correlation result between these variables is low, the researchers 
suggest that an ambiguous relationship exists between personality and EFL 
learning. From a critical perspective, the usefulness of the Myers-Briggs Type 
Indicator is known to be questionable in relation to validity issues, and its 
limited ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response alternatives are thought to ignore a spectrum 
of possibilities. 
 
Other researchers attempt to provide more robust evidence in relation to 
the connection between personality and language learners’ academic 
achievements, by using what are assumed to be more reliable scale 
instruments and also by investigating a wider range of students’ competence 
levels. Verhoeven and Vermeer (2002) conducted a more complete 
assessment in their research through examining students’ cognitive activity, 
background, and behaviour. They utilized the five-factor personality model to 
describe the second language learners’ personality. They focused on 
students’ communicative competence in three components: organizational, 
pragmatic, and strategic competence. The research selected, assessed, and 
observed 213 children (144 native Dutch-speakers and 69 non-native Dutch-
speakers) in various tasks. The results show significant correlations between 
personality trait variables, particularly openness to experience and 
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consciousness, and the three aspects of competence. However, the 
observation techniques used to judge the students’ competence from a large 
sample size exhibit certain methodological weaknesses, and could therefore 
have been misinterpreted. The combination of research on various aspects of 
variables as conducted by Verhoven and Vermeer reveals their concern 
about the integrative nature of personality, learning processes, and social 
circumstances. Cognitive and affective factors need to be synchronized with 
social aspects.  
 
Following the increasing attention to the influence of social circumstances to 
students’ learning processes and self-development in the classroom, some 
researchers have been concerned with the contribution of the sociocultural 
context to the students’ learning process. Kramsch and Whiteside (2007, 
p.910) classify the SLA research which emphasizes the social context of 
language as follows: sociocultural theory, language emergence theory, 
conversation analysis, language socialization in both its sociocultural and 
sociocognitive aspects, and language ecology. Within this research, “the 
learners are seen to appropriate the utterances of others in particular, 
historical, and cultural practices, situated in particular communities” (Norton 
& Toohey, 2001, p.312). For this reason, language learners are viewed as 
being involved in “a dynamic subsystem within a social system” (De Bot, 
Lowie, & Verspoor, 2007). In other words, a communicative process and 
social interaction is an inseparable part of learning a language. Thus, the 
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learning process has to be viewed as part of social practice with particular 
activities and settings.  
 
The dynamic system between language learners and social factors can be 
seen in Norton’s ethnographic case study of five immigrant women who 
studied English and lived and worked in Canada. Norton (1995, 2000) 
investigated the relationship of language learners to their larger social 
contexts. She explored how learners made sense of their experiences and to 
what extent their particular historical memories intersected with their 
investment in language learning. In her study, each participant had different 
motives for, and problems with, learning English. Martina, for instance, came 
to Canada to have a better life; learning English would facilitate her as a 
caregiver in the family. This motive allowed her to overcome her fear and 
claim the right to speak, which then led to her gaining confidence in English 
conversation with people around her. From her research, Norton found that 
language learners have complex social identities, changing across time and 
space, so an individual’s identity is not to be understood as having fixed 
personality traits, but as possessing references to larger social relations. 
 
The assumption that the learner as an individual is inseparable from 
surrounding circumstances has led more researchers to address the social 
aspects of learning. Another study that provides evidence that socio-
historical backgrounds affect students’ learning processes is Pavlenko and 
Lantolf’s (2000) investigation of nine bilingual authors’ autobiographic 
language learning processes. Learning a new language allows these authors 
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to gain a new perspective on life. Through their narratives, the researchers 
detected the emergence of a new identity. The researchers reveal the power 
of written material and creativity in controlling the authors’ actions and 
behaviour which resulted in self-change. The narrative generated in this 
research shows how past and present events can be usefully bridged as a 
sequence of events.  The change in the authors’ social and cultural 
circumstances created a change in their self-identity in adulthood. This 
research indicates that identity has a dynamic nature due to its relationship 
with the social environment. 
 
The important point here is that learning a language involves not only 
language knowledge but also the circumstances that follow and surround 
learners outside and inside the classroom. Since cognitive, affective, and 
social factors contribute to learning processes and make reciprocal 
contributions, constructed and reconstructed in interaction, it is essential to 
focus on all these aspects as being integral to any discussion on learning 
processes. This present study falls into this camp.  For this reason, a further 
review of studies that discuss interactions between students in classroom 
activities and the effects these have on self- development follows.  
 
2.5. Activity in language learning classroom contexts 
 
From a sociocultural perspective, language is constitutive of thought, which 
contributes to cognitive and affective development (Swain & Deters, 2007). 
By activating language in the interaction process, learners express their 
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thinking as well as enhance their mental states as language allows people to 
interact and communicate with others, leading to shared knowledge and 
values. In other words, language creates a communicative environment. In 
classroom language learning, this communicative situation is important as a 
place for practice in order to foster proficiency as well as understand 
language content. In learning a language, learners need more active and 
thoughtful participation in handling the task at hand since producing the 
language is also contingent on the thinking process, necessitating a focus on 
both ideas and sentence structure. Through active participation, change and 
development can occur. 
 
The learning process involves a number of activities including observation, 
interaction, and participation. All these actions cause change. The changes 
depend on a student’s personal perception, the situation of the learning 
process, and also the individual response to the classroom context. Lemke 
(1997) notes that participation in a community of practice makes people 
change. The community provides many alternatives for interpretation of 
particular phenomena that leads to individual change, and participation in 
community affects this change. For this reason, an educational institution as 
a community of practice is considered as a strategic place to develop 
personal capacities. School plays a major part in developing personality. 
From learning experiences at school, different persons from different 
cultures and with different personalities come together, a situation which 
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contributes to self-development and enrichment through significant 
opportunities for sharing and discussing experiences. 
 
A number of studies have attempted to explore students’ self-development 
in learning through classroom activities. Through their actions in organized 
classroom events, the students’ personalities, their development, and their 
perspectives can be identified. To illustrate, Maguire & Graves (2001) 
explored the complex relationship between second language writing and 
self-construction, using self-narratives to analyze learners’ personalities. 
They identified, from the students’ journal writings, that each child has a 
distinct personality, a different presentational style and an individual 
perspective and perception of different social situations. Under instruction, 
the children constructed their own activities as they defined who they were. 
Their experiences in family life and school events formed the most common 
references that appeared in their narratives as a way of  presenting a portrait 
of themselves. The students provided information about who they were as 
individuals and how this was linked to their actions (Mead, 1962). 
 
In another study, Kramsch (2000) explored students’ self-construction 
through a summarizing activity. In her research, she asked 26 students in two 
intermediate level ESL writing classes to summarize a short story in their own 
words using index cards. Some of these summaries were displayed on the 
chalkboard for comparison and discussion. This activity aimed to increase the 
learners’ consciousness of semiotic choices, meaning construction, and their 
effects on each student in class. This activity, which involved an individual 
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task at the first stage, public display for the next step, and joint discussion for 
the last, allowed the important aspects of learning a language to emerge 
while also providing a space for students to develop their personalities. The 
meanings that appeared in their individual writing and in joint discussion 
suggested that the students’ views reflected their true selves and 
experiences. The meanings also pointed to a discourse process that offered 
cultural sharing since the learners came from a variety of cultural 
backgrounds. Thus, sign making, exchanging ideas and interpreting through a 
communicative writing and speaking process, shaped both the individual 
learners and others who were part of this activity and discussion. 
Communicative interaction among the students created meaningful events 
to share knowledge as well as an opportunity to practice the language 
system, thus fostering an environment for self-development. 
  
Other research also indicates that self-development takes place in language 
classrooms. This process was investigated in a research study involving 54 
intermediate ESL college learners conducted by Villamil and de Guerrero 
(2006). In this study, the participants were asked to produce narrative 
paragraphs along with a persuasive one. Their papers were then revised in a 
pair activity in which each member had different roles, the writer or the 
reader, depending on the quality of their writing. From this activity, the 
authors found that the experience of assisting each other benefited learners 
by helping them to develop their self-regulatory behaviours, acquire 
language knowledge and understand textual problems. They also became 
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more aware of their audience and the social dimensions of writing. The focus 
of this research was the social-cognitive dimensions of peer feedback. This 
collaborative activity provided an opportunity to share different cultural 
orientations and backgrounds, which are reflected in the students’ feedback 
and discussions. From this research, it seems that such writing and 
collaborative activity enriches students’ understanding of the second 
language, self, and of the differences in ideas around them. 
 
Similarly, Swain & Lapkin (2002) also utilized pair work activity in their 
research. They carried out a study to describe how collaborative dialogue 
plays a role in learning a second language. The participants, Dara and Nina, 
two grade-7 French immersion students, were asked to respond to a 
reformulated version of the story that they had written. They then had to 
compare the writings to identify any differences between their original story 
and its reformulated version. From this activity, the researcher found that 
the participants learned something through dialogue with their peers and 
engaged in the activity as well as reflected on the language. Although the 
main focus of the research was to see how the learners learned the language 
in a collaborative dialogic context, through this activity both learners shared 
meanings and ideas which led them to possibly learn the values from each 
other. 
 
A study conducted by Lantolf and Genung (2002) focusing on a student’s 
failed attempt to learn Chinese is notable for its comprehensive discussion of 
the findings. They used activity theory as a framework to explain the 
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experience of a graduate student, PG, in learning a foreign language. The 
analysis explored PG’s experience in a Chinese course in which its classroom 
management did not meet her expectation of an interactive classroom 
environment. Her relationship with her instructor was also fragile. These 
barriers brought about changes in her behaviour in class and in her mental 
and physical state also. The study findings reveal how circumstances affect 
personal changes when adapting to dynamic situations, which always 
involves tensions. The use of activity theory as the framework of this 
research is able to reveal the dynamic side of classroom situations through 
its closer look at students’ motives, tensions, and changes, and also shows 
the way a student’s psychological profile interacts with the classroom 
situation, thus clarifying the relationship between psychological states and 
learning processes.  
 
In all of the studies reviewed, individual development has been researched 
on the basis of interaction within various communicative activities, 
highlighting how self is constructed during the language learning process. 
The construction of self is supported by the activities in which the learners 
participate, and activity is an important part of the learning process. Rogoff 
(1991) notes that people will become experts in certain activities in their 
society if they are given repeated and varied experience in appropriate 
situations. An activity provides many opportunities for learners to share and 
accept information, to observe others, and also participate in every event 
conducted in the classroom and the community. 
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 Activity always involves cultural and social values, which arise from the 
community, the rules of the classroom, peers, teachers, and mediational 
tools, and are appropriated during class activities to become part of an 
individual’s personal characteristics. Being involved in human activity is 
considered as the beginning of personality (Davydov, 1999, p.39). For this 
reason, sociocultural theorists place activity in social interaction as an 
important part of individual development. The research reported in this 
thesis will adopt this perspective and will observe the relationship between 
personality and learning by emphasizing social background and interaction as 
important contexts in the development of personality and learning. 
 
From a sociocultural perspective, learning facilitates the development of an 
individual if it involves an active interaction and participation with others in 
the community. As Vygotsky (1978, p.90) points out, “learning awakens a 
variety of internal developmental processes that are able to operate only 
when the child interacts with people in his environment and in cooperation 
with his peers”. In other words, social relations provide important 
contributions in the mediation of learning. Bruner (1996) underlines the 
notion that learning is not only about showing and telling, but also about 
sharing with each other in an interactive process. From this interactive 
process, a person gains information, experiences new things, and learns how 
to adjust and communicate with others. In this way, learners find out the 
accepted values in their society. These values are internalized, contributing 
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to the development of self. In sum, the learning process brings about 
changes within learners. 
 
Although the studies discussed above have shed light on ways the classroom 
context plays in students’ learning processes and achievements, a more 
comprehensive picture of the participating students’ life stories from 
childhood to the present have not been part of these investigations. This gap 
leaves some critical questions regarding the way students’ social 
backgrounds and experiences influence their personalities and their 
interactions in the classroom, as well as regarding how they might adapt to 
unexpected situations in the class.  The present study attempts to show the 
relationships between students’ backgrounds and life events prior to joining 
the class, their interactions in classroom communicative events, and their 
future goals. In short, this thesis will develop a perspective on the 
relationship between personality and EFL learning by looking at the 
sociocultural contexts of students’ lives through their life stories, from 
childhood to the present. 
 
2.6. Conclusions 
 
This review of literature has attempted to discuss the insights researchers 
bring to the study of personality and learning in relation to the specific area 
of EFL learning, focusing on the influence of social and cultural background 
on the student’s personality and learning behaviour. Most research in this 
field stresses  the effects of personality on academic achievement and on 
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learning styles and strategies. However, awareness of the importance of the 
psychological and environmental aspects of learners has increased, resulting 
in a sharper focus on social and cultural phenomena as part of the 
discussion. Furthermore, the way in which the latter influences the process 
of individual development in classroom contexts represents an expansion of 
the research field. In the EFL learning field, some researchers have argued 
the importance of researching learners’ backgrounds and personal 
characteristics in order to understand  the reasons behind their responses to 
classroom activities. Nevertheless, only a limited number of studies have 
attempted to theorise and explore the reciprocal relationship between 
personality and EFL learning by looking deeply at the sociocultural 
background of the learners and how this affects the learners’ classroom 
behaviour. This is the challenge to be addressed in this present research. The 
next chapter will discuss the theoretical framework of this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
3.1. Introduction 
 
Within a sociocultural perspective language has a crucial position as it is 
considered a mediation tool or a resource for participation in communicative 
events. As learning processes occur when a person is involved in social 
participation, language use then becomes a crucial part of self-development. 
In second and foreign language learning, the use of a new language allows a 
learner to interact with a new sociocultural context and the activities within 
this context foster a new understanding that possibly leads to development 
of personality. The concepts related to personality and foreign language 
learning is the central discussion of this chapter.  
 
Sociocultural theory serves as a theoretical approach in addressing the 
research questions in this thesis. The first part of this chapter discusses the 
concept of personality that has been developed within Vygotskian 
psychology and Leontiev’s perspectives on activity and consciousness. A 
cultural-historical approach and activity theory, then, will be the focus of the 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) section where the key concepts 
developed by Vygotsky, Leontiev, and Engeström are applied. However, to 
introduce the chapter, a discussion of sociocultural concepts and their 
relation to mental development is presented.  
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Originating largely in the early 20th century, from the works of L.S. Vygotsky 
and his colleagues in Russia, sociocultural theory covers two important areas: 
human mental function and social-cultural context. Wertsch, del Rio, and 
Alvarez (1997) note that a sociocultural approach aims to explain and clarify 
the connection between human mental functioning and its cultural, 
institutional, and historical contexts. The human mind is viewed as a 
functional system which develops within a social and cultural context 
through the integration of cultural and semiotic artefacts into thinking; thus 
human behaviour results from the integration of human activity and socially 
and culturally constructed forms of mediation in society (Lantolf, 2000a). In 
other words, community and cultural context have a strong link to human 
mental activity. The interrelationship between these two aspects has 
engendered robust discussion of how it impacts on various issues in human 
life, from institutional aspects (e.g., economic, politic, and social policies) to 
personal domains (e.g., characteristics, points of view, and interaction). As a 
result, sociocultural concepts have been adopted in various fields, such as 
psychology, education, and second language (L2) acquisition (Johnson, 2004).  
 
As a pioneer of sociocultural theory, Vygotsky’s concern with human mental 
functioning has led to much research interest in his theory in discussions 
which involve and explore psychological aspects of human experience and 
pedagogy. For instance, Vygotsky’s analysis of mental processes by 
emphasizing the importance of social roles has significantly influenced 
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Western developmental psychology, which is increasingly concerned with 
social aspects in human development (Wertsch & Tulviste, 1992). 
 
The situation in the early twentieth century, when Vygotsky wrote his works, 
seems to have influenced his interests in human psychology. He believed 
that the psychological theories at that time needed to be reformulated since 
they had been in crisis for a long time. At that time, each school of 
psychology offered different theories and perspectives that focused 
predominantly on two areas: a natural science approach and an 
interpretative approach (Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991, p.141). The 
differences between these two branches brought different perspectives and 
theories to human psychology; consensus about the general concept was yet 
to be reached. The differences in philosophical concepts of mind-body, as 
discussed in Chapter Two, were considered to be behind this separation and 
Vygotsky addressed this issue by arguing that diverse psychological fields 
need to have one theoretical framework as “general psychology” (Van der 
Veer & Valsiner, 1991, p.143). He offered a theoretical explanation of the 
integration of biological and sociocultural factors in order to address 
perceived issues with dualism (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). This integration 
concept then influenced Vygotsky’s idea of human psychology. 
 
Vygotsky proposed his own argument about human psychology that differed 
from the two branches of natural science and interpretative schools 
identified above. His concept was based on an assumption that each 
psychological function is connected with each other as a whole. He states: 
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“The unity of consciousness and the interrelation of all psychological 
functions were, it is true, accepted by all; the single functions were assumed 
to operate inseparably, in an uninterrupted connection with one another” 
(Vygotsky, 1975, p.1). This concept also directly shows Vygotsky’s rejection of 
Cartesian dualism as already explained in Chapter Two and confirms his 
monistic concern with the interdependency of the mind-body as a whole. Liu 
and Matthews (2005, p.379) mentioned that Vygotsky’s monist philosophy is 
“a functional monism where all living factors exist in interdependency and 
form a dialectic organic whole”. This interdependency concept can be viewed 
through Vygotsky’s discussion of the individual and society and his notion of 
consciousness and analysis of language. 
 
Vygotsky’s concept of mental activity can be viewed in the following 
statement: “Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: 
first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between 
people (interpsychological), and then inside the child (intrapsychological)” 
(Vygotsky, 1978, p.57). The statement provides the idea that an individual’s 
development cannot be separated from their surrounding relationships; the 
social environment and its processes are fundamental aspects of human 
mental functioning. This is the basic and most essential notion of Vygotsky’s 
ideas about social-historical psychology, and is central to his approach to 
philosophy that includes the notion of personality.  
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3.2. Personality theory 
 
In sociocultural theory, personality and cultural development are assigned 
equal positions of importance and are interdependent (Vygotsky, 1997b). 
Vygotsky and Luria (1994b, p.138) maintain that “the behavior of man is the 
product of development of a broader system of social ties and relations, 
collective forms of behavior and social cooperation”. This idea is consistent 
with that of Leontiev, who said “one is not born a personality; one becomes 
personality” (Leontiev, 1978, p.105). Thus, when an individual is involved in 
social interaction, it is the moment when they demonstrate their personality. 
In other words, the term personality is not related to individual traits but to 
its socially constructed nature. For this reason, the process of how the 
personality is developed under certain circumstances is the main concern of 
a sociocultural approach rather than characteristics of an individual 
personality. To investigate more deeply the meaning of personality within a 
sociocultural framework, the following discussion will explore the concept of 
personality based on Vygotsky’s and Leontiev’s ideas. 
 
3.2.1. Vygotskian psychology 
 
Vygotsky’s concept of personality can be viewed from the perspective of his 
concept of the development of human mental functioning. He notes: “The 
individual becomes for himself what he is in himself through what he 
manifests for others. This is also the process of forming the individual” 
(Vygotsky, 1997b, p.105). Vygotsky believed that individual aspects of human 
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mental function exist in an intertwined relationship and cannot be separated 
from each other. Thus, as part of this function, the development of 
personality has a dependency on other mental functions. Vygotsky 
developed his theory of this developmental process through his analysis of 
mental functioning and semiotic mediation, as well as focusing on conceptual 
work in this process (Wertsch, del Rio, & Alvarez, 1996).  
 
In discussing human mental function, Vygotsky locates consciousness as the 
major construct of interest. Wertsch (1985) believes that Vygotsky’s 
adoption of Marxist philosophy and contemporary psychological theories 
operating in this era brought about this focus in Vygotsky’s psychological 
concept. In Vygotsky’s view, personality is the process of consciousness. 
Becoming a person is tantamount to becoming aware of one’s self as an 
entity of the biological and the social factors. As Vygotsky notes: “Personality 
is nothing other than man’s consciousness of himself that appears 
specifically at this time: new behavior of man becomes behavior for himself; 
man himself is conscious of himself as a certain entity” (Vygotsky, 1997c, 
p.172). 
  
Consciousness in Vygotsky’s mind is related to the various systems of human 
reflexes, which interact with and influence each other (Vygotsky, 1997a, 
p.71). Here, stimulus plays an important role. This stimulus can be a word or 
response from others and can also act as a reaction itself. These words and 
actions then become the sources of social behavior (Vygotsky, 1997a, p.77). 
For this reason, Vygotsky believed that consciousness at the societal level is 
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the foundation of consciousness at the individual level. He states: “The 
individual aspect is constructed as a derived and secondary aspect on the 
basis of the social aspect and exactly according to its model” (Vygotsky, 
1997a, p.77).  
 
Although his major interest was in sociocultural impacts on mental 
functioning, Vygotsky acknowledged the importance of biology. He notes: “In 
the process of historical development, social man changes the methods and 
devices of his behavior, transforms natural instincts and functions, and 
develops and creates new forms of behavior—specifically cultural” 
(Vygotsky, 1997b, p.18). Vygotsky believed that there is a biological 
contribution to human mental development which can be transformed 
through constant interactions with others in certain social circumstances. 
However, a person has the capacity to exert control over biology through the 
use of higher-level cultural tools that serve as mediators between the 
individual and the social-material world (Lantolf & Thorne, 2007). From this 
position of control, humans develop their biological and behavioural activity. 
 
The influence of Freud on Vygotsky’s ideas cannot be underestimated. His 
idea of mental function is often used to challenge Freud’s ideas, such as 
those relating to consciousness, nature, and emotion. Although he criticized 
Freud’s concept of the pleasure principle, Vygotsky gave credit to Freud’s 
notion of a biological contribution to human emotion and shared the idea 
that language plays a significant role in creating consciousness of thought 
(Wilson & Weinstein, 1992). However, the fact that Vygotsky and Freud 
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emphasized a different focus – Freud was more concerned with the 
individual aspect, and Vygotsky focused on the social aspects - leaves them 
facing different directions. 
 
From Vygotsky’s standpoint, Freud made a great contribution to social 
psychology. He interpreted Freud’s concept of human psychology as taking 
into account the combination of “the conservative biology” and “the 
progressive-sociology”, which create “the whole dialectic of organism” and 
cause differences in individual development (Vygotsky & Luria, 1994a, p.16-
17). This idea of Freud is compatible with Vygotsky, who also believed that 
human development results from the natural line or biological factor and the 
social line, although, later, Vygotsky focused on social cultural aspects more 
than on the biological line in his discussions. Wertsch (1985) reveals that 
Vygotsky’s discussion of the natural or biological line is only to make a 
starting point for a discussion of sociocultural factors. In Vygotsky’s terms, 
the natural line is called the lower-level mental function, and the 
sociocultural line refers to higher mental functions. 
 
The dynamic character of social events may be a reason for Vygotsky’s 
interest in this factor as social environments present opportunities to meet 
different people and experience different situations and cultures that make 
each person’s personality unique. Many dynamic situations and experiences 
in social contexts need to be explored in order to answer the changes of 
phenomena and address the challenges raised as an outcome of these 
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changes. This is in contrast with the biological line, which is considered 
insufficient to regulate human mental activity (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). 
 
3.2.1.1. The sociocultural origin of personality 
 
Vygotsky prioritizes social relations as a fundamental dimension of his 
concept of personality. Personality is described as a historical concept 
emerging from cultural development (Vygotsky, 1997b). Thus, the social and 
historical concepts that underscore one life journey are considered crucial to 
the transitional process of the development of personality. The development 
of culture thus affects the development of personality. This occurs because a 
child or a person observes, experiences, and interacts in social relationships 
with others. This situation makes them grow and learn culturally mediated 
tools, such as language and signs, which are adopted and internalized. For 
this reason, personality cannot develop in isolation from sociocultural 
contexts.  
 
Interactions within social environments lead an individual to use their 
complex psychological tools to develop optimally. Each person therefore has 
their own role in society that determines the way they see and interpret 
experiences facing them and that affect the internalization process and the 
formation of personality. Valsiner (1998, p.11) notes that “the whole 
emergence of personal distinctiveness depends upon the generalization and 
individualization of the roles that a person takes and enacts in his/her drama 
of life”.  
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In the process of the formation of personality, there is a transitional process 
from social to individual forms of behaviour that can be understood as “the 
law of socio-genesis of higher forms of behavior” (Vygotsky, 1997c, p.169). 
This law, which is the basis of personality formation, includes the transition 
from innate, natural forms of behaviour to mediated, artificial mental 
functions, the relation between higher mental functions and people, and the 
transition of function from outside to inside (Vygotsky, 1997c, pp. 168-170). 
This transition occurs in the phase of ontogenesis, i.e. that is during the social 
history of the child. 
 
During this ontogenesis phase, the child’s development can be recorded and 
observed through their movement and responses to others in the 
surrounding area and over time. Over the course of the child’s development, 
“the group form of behavior becomes an internal form of behavior of the 
personality, the basic method of his thinking” (Vygotsky, 1997c, p.169). This 
occurs because a child has a tendency to imitate others and adopt the 
actions and the values of others with whom they have regular contact. In this 
light, the role of speech and language as mediation tools are substantial in 
the personal transformation that creates a foundation for the construction of 
personality and further sociocultural development. 
 
3.2.1.2. Semiotic mediation for developing personality 
 
The concept of mediation comes from Vygotsky’s idea that a human’s 
response to and engagement with the world relies on the tools and activities 
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offered to them. According to Vygotsky, the presence of mediating tools is 
crucial to the development of children’s higher mental processes. He 
assumes that tools as well as activities have effects on consciousness. The 
function of tools is externally oriented, and serves as the conductor of 
human influence on the object of activity, which then leads to change; on the 
other hand, the concept of a sign is a means of internal activity aimed at 
mastering oneself (Vygotsky, 1978, p.55). These signs and tools connect the 
person to their environment and mediate the relationship between the 
person and the social-material world (Lantolf & Thorne, 2007, p.199). From 
these connections and interactions, the person not only influences others, 
but also changes their own behaviour. 
 
According to Kozulin (2003), agents of mediation consist of human and 
symbolic mediators. He claims that “the acquisition of symbolic relationship 
requires guided experience; it does not appear spontaneously” (Kozulin, 
2003, p.24). Symbols need to be acknowledged by the child to give them 
meaning. When the child is familiar with the symbols, they can use them 
properly following the development of their cognitive function. For this 
reason, mediational means are always connected to certain actions 
(Wertsch, 1991). In this light, material tools and actions exist and develop as 
a result of socio-cultural evolution, where the individual is actively engaged 
in their community (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). 
 
Vygotsky argues that by using extrinsic symbolic means, humans can control 
their behaviour and this then leads to the construction of self. According to 
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Daniels (2001, p.15), this implies that an “individual is an active agent in 
development” and the use of the tools enhances the contextual effects in 
that development. For Vygotsky, psychological tools are different from other 
tools in that they influence mind and behavior (Daniels, 2001). In this view, 
personality, as a mental process, develops through activity by interacting 
with and using various mediators. Thus, to further the development of 
personality, mediational tools, such as language, play a crucial role.  
 
According to Vygotsky, (1978), language is learned first through social 
speech. After it is internalized, language, with its entire social context, will 
influence the way an individual makes sense of the world. In Vygotsky’s 
words, “communicative speech transforms into inner speech, and further 
into verbal thinking” (1978, p.57). Considering the purpose of social function 
in the initial stages of the internalization process, language becomes 
important as a bridge between the social and the individual. If this idea is 
related to personality development, social language, which is internalized by 
the individual, enters internal processes not only in terms of the language 
system but also in terms of its social context (i.e., values, meanings, ways of 
thinking and acting). This process leads to the internalization of new values 
that become individual characteristics. Here, language shows its function not 
only as intellectual context in practical activities but also as the 
“internalization of the meanings and the patterns of thought” in a certain 
culture (Toulmin, 1999, p.58).  
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If language is considered an important means of cultural mediation, speech is 
believed to be a central practice that mediates activity. By communicating 
with others, people learn and reach a higher level of mental functioning. As 
Lantolf and Thorne (2007, p.202) argue, “When we communicate socially, we 
appropriate the pattern and the meanings of this speech and utilize it 
inwardly to mediate our mental activity.” 
 
As a communicative and intellectual function, speech serves as a primary 
social connection. It mediates all higher mental functions and shapes 
behavior development. Vygotsky (1997b, p.86) notes: “Man himself creates 
the connection and ways for his reacting; he reconstructs the natural 
structure; with the help of signs, he subordinates to his will processes of his 
own behavior”. From discussion and interaction with others, a person learns 
and reflects the meanings appearing through shared words and ideas during 
the conversation, which then leads to expression of personality. Thus, words 
can be seen as a tool to control behaviour because meaning arises during 
communication between people and ends up as a mental functioning. The 
transformation of social relations into mental functions shapes self-
development and plays into the way a person performs, which then links to 
their personality. In this light, internalization processes during this 
transformation work play an important role.   
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3.2.1.3. Internalization as mental function process of the formation of 
personality 
 
Internalization refers to psychological function and occurs as part of the 
interaction that takes place within the social-cultural environment. 
Internalization is believed to be a source of consciousness which involves 
social practices and the human mind (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). Vygotsky 
(1978, p.56) defines internalization as “the internal reconstruction of an 
external operation”. The internalization process determines the transition 
process of experience through the transformation of information. These 
internalization processes occur as a reaction to the values and the meanings 
that appear during social interactions and consequently shape behaviour 
development. In essence, internal activity or psychological activity develops 
as a result of exposure to external activities (Wertsch, 1985). To illustrate, an 
adult’s or child’s activities are not independent from the environment, either 
social or material. The ways that the first activity is experienced usually 
becomes a model to address challenges and repeat other similar activities in 
the future. This happens because the first activity teaches a person how to 
deal with and think about activities through the use of mediated tools. 
  
For the child, activity is first directed and guided by experienced people and 
after that the child internalizes the experiences gained from it, thereby 
organizing their own activity, mentally and physically. At this point, the child 
voluntarily controls their psychological functions (Lantolf, 2000a, p.14). Here, 
a new level of behavioural organization appears. In other words, adult social 
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speech is internalized to become a personal language, which affects personal 
behaviour and other characteristics. 
 
The formation of a new organization of behavior as an effect of the 
internalization process is a complex process. For Vygotsky, internalization is a 
“reconstruction of its whole structure” which involves the following stages: 
“replacement function”, “change in natural functions”, and “the appearance 
of a new psychological, functional system” (Vygotsky, 2004a, p.568). These 
stages of internalization demonstrate his concept that natural functions 
eventually become new psychological functions after social relationships are 
experienced. Vygotsky also claims that it is impossible to separate the social 
process from the development of higher mental function as mental function 
is believed to be a social process in itself: 
  
Every higher mental function was external because it was social 
before it became an internal, strictly mental function; it was formerly 
a social relation of two. The means of acting on one self is initially a 
means of acting on others or a means of action of others on the 
individual. (Vygotsky, 1997b, p.105) 
 
In social life, a person acts individually based on the adoption of the 
meanings, signs, and tools they experience that influences patterns of 
thinking and perceptions of life and contributes to the development of 
personality strategies. The internalization process, which can be seen as a 
bridge between external and internal processes, becomes a key to the way 
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an individual personality develops. Wertsch (1985, p.66) notes that 
“internalization is a process wherein an internal plane of consciousness is 
formed”. As personality is “man’s consciousness of himself” (Vygotsky, 
1997c, p.172), the internalization process becomes crucial in the formation 
of personality and how a person interprets the world. To further illuminate 
the personality concept in sociocultural approaches, Leontiev’s idea of 
personality is explored as his views differ from Vygotsky’s, particularly in 
terms of concerns about the role of action in human development. 
 
3.2.2. Leontiev’s notion of personality 
 
As a colleague and student of Vygotsky, Leontiev’s view of personality is 
much influenced by Vygotsky’s concept. However, there are some 
differences between them. For example, the role of semiotic mediation in 
human development offered by Vygotsky is different to that of Leontiev. If 
Vygotsky emphasizes semiotic mediation or cultural tools as mediated by 
mind, Leontiev believes that mind and consciousness are mediated by 
practical actions of human activity (Wertsch, 1985; Robbins, 2001; Lantolf & 
Thorne, 2006). This difference creates different frameworks for analyzing 
human mental functioning and emphasizing their theoretical concept. 
However, both Leontiev and Vygotsky agree that higher forms of human 
consciousness are constructed from meaningful activities in social interaction 
(Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). Thus, despite differences in perceptions of the role 
of cultural mediation, their ideas are fundamentally similar. 
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For Leontiev (1978), personality represents the quality of a person that 
emerges as a result of interactions or the movement conducted in the 
system of social relationship. Self-movement is considered to be important 
for human development as it brings about exposure to experiences in real 
life and involves other people and objects in the environment. This 
movement in social relations is only real within human activity. For this 
reason, systems of activities in social relations are viewed as the domain of 
the real formation of human personality (Leontiev, 1978). This understanding 
leads Leontiev to select action as the focus (unit) of his analysis, different 
from Vygotsky, who focuses more on the meaning (Zinchenko, 1997, p.42).  
 
Like Vygotsky, Leontiev also emphasizes the role society plays in the 
formation of personality, but he stresses more the importance of a person’s 
activity in social relations rather than its semiotic side (i.e. meaning). He 
states: 
 
Personality originally arises in society, that man enters into history 
(and a child enters into life) only as an individual given determined 
natural properties and potentials, and that he becomes a personality 
only as a subject of social relations. …the personality of a man is in no 
sense preexisting in relation to his activity; just as with his 
consciousness, activity gives rise to personality. (Leontiev, 1978, 
p.105) 
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Society provides opportunities for people to develop through experiencing 
different phenomena and interacting with others in diverse activities; 
experiences that can bring about new knowledge and reshape mental 
processes. Thus, experiences in the social world create rich growth in a 
human’s internal space (Leontiev, 1978). 
 
For Leontiev, each person undergoes their own process in terms of 
personality development, their reliance on the social environment and their 
personal individual historical conditions. Since the social environment of one 
person is different from one phase of development to another, the 
formation of personality thus indicates “a continuous process” and passes “a 
series of sequentially changing stages” (Leontiev, 1978, p.129). To illustrate, 
past thinking can be changed by new experiences in new stages of life and by 
environments that bring new insight and meaning. If a new experience is 
considered to make more sense than an old one, the new one will dominate 
the internal world while the latter is stored as a memory (Leontiev, 1978, 
p.132). 
 
Based on the above view, Leontiev (1978, p.128) considers that personality 
develops within two important phases -- first, in a child, and second, when a 
conscious personality emerges. In this light, consciousness acts as a mediator 
in personality changes; actions of the subject take the role as a “producer” 
(Leontiev, 1978, p.132). This happens as through actions in various activities, 
a child learns more about the meaning of the surrounding environment and 
gains insights about present moments through new discoveries and the 
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people connected to them. In the earlier phases of life, a child is still directed 
or guided by people around them, however, when they develop their own 
opinions about the world, they take increasing control of activities (Lantolf, 
2000a). When a person is able to take their own position, self-changes occur 
and one step of the process of personality formation is approaching 
(Leontiev, 1978). As the number and complexity of activities increases over 
the years, the person will develop accordingly. 
 
In brief, the concept of personality offered by Vygotsky and Leontiev 
emphasizes the importance of social relations to a person’s personality. This 
understanding suggests that environments that provide communicative 
opportunities could be considered as potential spaces for self-development. 
On this assumption, a classroom is an important developmental space for 
students as it provides an opportunity to interact and communicate with 
peers and with a teacher as a representative educational expert. Classroom 
interactions represent a complex situation as each class member is unique in 
background, personality and experiences. Within sociocultural theory, the 
uniqueness of students’ backgrounds shapes their decision making during 
particular activities. The next discussion explores a sociocultural theory 
framework in relation to foreign language learning in the classroom context.  
 
3.3. Foreign language learning and sociocultural theory 
 
The function of language as a tool of communication means it plays an 
important part in human life. As mentioned before, in sociocultural theory, 
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language serves as a mediator not only in social activities but also in mental 
activities. Involvement in social interaction stimulates language 
development. In other words, language is constructed from social 
interactions with people who are involved in activities or in events at hand. 
In terms of foreign language learning, this concept is more important, since it 
is learned mostly in formal environments with particular methods or 
strategies and in situated contexts. Through social processes in the 
classroom, language learners are exposed to language rules in dynamic ways. 
In this respect, the classroom environment helps students to apply their 
language skills “consciously” and “volitionally” (Vygotsky, 1987, p.206). 
 
The sociocultural perspective views classroom learning as a source of 
developmental process in a social world “through participation in culturally 
organized activity” (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006, p.214). The classroom context is 
not seen as an isolated space free from other influences. Each aspect of the 
classroom, such as the learners, teachers, teaching materials, teaching 
strategies, and classroom interactions are not free from particular values. 
There are historical antecedents that accompany their presence in the 
classroom. These antecedent values come from the social community, in 
which learners and teachers live, grow up, and interact in dynamic situations 
and particular activities. As this research aims to explore students’ actions 
related to their personality and sociocultural backgrounds, a genetic 
approach and activity theory are considered appropriate for its framework. 
These concepts will be now discussed. 
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3.3.1. Genetic approach  
 
The emergence of the genetic method is based on Vygotsky’s interest in the 
condition of the field of psychology in the early twentieth century, as 
mentioned in the previous discussion, where scholars offered different 
perspectives and theories of human psychology. Vygotsky had the view that 
psychological concepts needed to be unified by interpreting all known facts, 
and building and sharing a “general framework” involving a set of 
“explanatory principles” or common methodology (Van der Veer & Valsiner, 
1991, p.143). He then formulated the genetic law that divides the historical 
journey a person makes in interrelated domains. Vygotsky (1978, p.65) 
states: “To encompass in research the process of a given thing’s 
development in all its phases and changes - from birth to death - 
fundamentally means to discover its nature, its essence, for it is only in 
movement that a body shows what it is”.    
 
Vygotsky believed that an understanding of human development needs to be 
informed by all aspects of the person’s environment in which the 
development is occurring. He highlighted the importance of people’s 
interaction in social relationships within a certain milieu, which becomes part 
of the history of the cultural development of a person, in developing human 
mental functions.  For this reason, Vygotsky proposed some interrelated 
domains of human development that bring changes in human consciousness. 
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These domains are categorized as phylogenetic history, cultural history, 
ontogeny and microgenesis (Cole, 1996).  
 
The phylogenetic domain deals with the evolution of human beings. Wertsch 
(1985) notes that Vygotsky’s idea of this domain is reflected in his 
comparison between humans and apes. He argues that adaptation to nature 
is the key that makes humans and apes different. Inspired by the works of 
Marx and Engels, Vygotsky emphasized the crucial role played by the 
invention of tools for human development (Wertsch, 1985). Such inventions 
are a foundation and a sign of cultural progression. The focus on biological 
evolution, in this domain, offers a different discussion to that of the cultural 
history domain, as the latter is concerned with the development of human 
culture. The cultural historical level is considered as “mediated thought” 
(Cole, 1996, p.168). Cultural forces are explored by emphasizing the 
importance of mediational means. Both of the phylogenetic and cultural 
history domains connect to the other two -- the ontogenetic and the 
microgenetic domains-- which will now be discussed more broadly, as this 
present research uses the latter two domains as the basis of its research 
methodology.    
 
3.3.1.1. Ontogenesis 
 
Ontogenesis is concerned with human development over the entire life span. 
It integrates all aspects of developing a personality in society. Here, both 
phylogenesis and the cultural historical scales of development blend and 
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bond in ontogenesis that produces “interrelated operation” of the 
development chains (Wertsch, 1985, p.41). It emphasizes the integration of 
natural and sociocultural development. This is based on the understanding 
that, in the first phase of life, a child is influenced greatly by their biological 
forebears, and at the same time, is affected by cultural forces in the 
surrounding environment. At first, a child is under the control of adults. They 
then develop self-control (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). As Vygotsky (1978, p.39) 
states:  
The central characteristic of elementary functions is that they are 
totally and directly determined by stimulation from the environment. 
For higher functions, the central feature is self-generated stimulation, 
that is, the creation and use of artificial stimuli which become the 
immediate causes of behavior.  
This statement implies that higher functions play a crucial role in the 
individual development of behavior as self-regulation is the major part of its 
function. Considering that ontogenesis provides a map of the sequences of 
life, each moment of changes in this domain represents an important aspect 
of a human’s existence. This latter account brings to ontogenesis a strong 
connection to microgenesis as the other major construct underlying the 
present research. 
 
3.3.1.2. Microgenesis 
 
Microgenesis deals with individual particular activities over short periods of 
time, which prompt the development of mental processes. Within this phase, 
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an individual’s reaction during an observed activity can be recorded and 
analyzed in order to construct a picture or a description of human mental 
processes directly in a dynamic situation. As Vygotsky (1978, p.64) states: 
“We need to concentrate not on the product of development but on the very 
process by which higher forms are established”. As mental development is 
always a set of “complex reactions” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.68), observations of a 
person over a short period of time will capture the psychological processes 
and descriptions that can then be analyzed and interpreted from speech 
production and movements involved in various interactions. Based on this 
understanding, microgenesis cannot be separated from ontogenesis. It is on 
a smaller time-scale of development, represented as nested (events) within a 
larger time-scale (biography, life-span, individual history). 
 
In microgenesis, each moment of a specific activity shows how the process of 
human development occurs in certain ways. For this reason, most classroom-
based analytic research uses microgenetic analysis. In language research, 
studies of microgenesis and ontogenesis are more common than 
phylogenetic and cultural history domains, and they are considered as the 
most relevant for language research (Kinginger & Belz, 2005; Thorne, 2005). 
In this respect, although the microgenetic domain focuses on observing 
specific activities over a short time of period, aspects that cover all activities 
at hand should be taken into account, including each individual’s background 
and the cultural milieu in which this activity is conducted. Vygotsky (1978, 
p.65) argues that “to study something historically means to study it in the 
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process of changes”. In this study, all records or analyses related to case 
study participants’ personalities, and their participation, interaction and 
engagement in the English speaking class is understood by considering their 
social cultural background and life histories, in other words, their 
ontogenetic level. This is important, as whatever the actions chosen by the 
learners or their personal characteristics, learners are never separated from 
surrounding circumstances. As microgenesis refers to particular 
psychological functions in specific human activities, the concept of activity 
has an important role in this analysis.  
 
Students’ activities are a focal point for explaining how the ontogenetic and 
microgenetic domains develop over a person’s life. Wertsch (1985, p.208) 
states that Leontiev’s activity theory is appropriate for the analysis of 
“interpsychology and intrapsychology functioning”, and it works as a 
functional aspect of Vygotsky’s concept of mediation. Activity theory will be 
further explored in the following section. 
 
3.3.2. Activity theory  
 
The understanding that social relations or interactions are the basis for 
individual development highlights activity as an important concept in a socio-
cultural perspective. Philosophically, this concept is rooted in Karl Marx’s 
work, Theses on Feurbach, which states that “self-changing can be conceived 
and rationally understood only as revolutionary practice” (as cited in 
Engeström & Miettinen, 1999, p.3). Although Vygotsky never called his 
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theory an ‘activity theory’, Leontiev (1978) acknowledged Vygotsky’s 
contribution by developing his notions of ‘mediated action process’ into 
what became known as activity theory. Vygotsky’s approach towards action 
is illustrated in his concept of mediated activity, which shows that interaction 
between the subject and the object are mediated by tools. These tools are a 
social means used in activity and their use affects both the subjects, as 
participants in the activity, and the object to which the activity is oriented. 
Vygotsky’s concept of mediated action was then expanded by Leontiev to 
elaborate on human consciousness and the development of personality.  
 
For Leontiev, action is a unit for analysing mental processes (Zinchenko, 
1997, p.42). Leontiev (1978) emphasized that activity has its own structure, 
internal transition, transformations, and development. He argued that the 
structure of activity contains processes that can be identified as follows: 
activity is related to a motive, action corresponds to a goal, and operations 
are related to task conditions. In order to provide optimal development, 
none of these processes should be separated from one another. A motive is 
the stimulus for doing an activity. Leontiev (1978, p.113) states that “behind 
the appearance of one activity, there hides another activity”. On this point, 
he is referring to motives and goals. At this activity level, a person is 
influenced by biological and social needs or desires (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). 
These influences are different from actions which are goal-oriented and 
constitute social activity. Here, a person is in a conscious state (Leontiev, 
1978). The next level – the level of operation -- determines how an action is 
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carried out, usually under certain conditions that can change (Leontiev, 1978, 
p.65). Operations are performed almost unconsciously as, for example, in the 
case of an experienced driver shifting gears. 
 
The above description of Leontiev’s activity theory implies that motives and 
goals make the activity outcomes more personal. Consequently, personal 
development outcomes are different for and unique to each individual. This 
condition is mentioned in descriptions of the capability approach as a result 
of different ideas of what constitutes a good life. The ‘capability approach’, 
which is proposed and discussed by theorists such as Amartya Sen and 
Martha Nussbaum, postulates that opportunities play a crucial role in making 
people choose the thing that may have the best potential benefits for their 
life. These opportunities establish the actions a person takes and the 
activities in which a person chooses to participate (Robeyns, 2005). 
 
Some people may have a similar capability set involving elements such as: 
life, bodily health, bodily integrity, senses, imagination and thought, 
emotions, practical reasoning, affiliation, play, control over one’s 
environment, but they can have different levels of achievement because of 
different choices or decisions, which usually come from the influences of 
family, religion, community, culture, and background (Nussbaum, 2003; 
Robeyns, 2005). In other words, different choices mostly come from different 
motives and ideas about life, which are shaped by personal histories and 
social contexts. 
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The above understanding of the capability approach shows that, in a similar 
fashion to Leontiev’s theory of the principle of activity, people’s choices are 
related to social context and personal history; thus, the capability sets that 
determine people’s choices are not independent of surrounding 
circumstances and backgrounds. These circumstances influence personal 
motives for participating in an activity and establish the actions needed to 
reach certain goals, which are reflected in operations. The conditions in 
which the operations are conducted specify how the operations work. This 
includes the opportunities gained in those circumstances. If this meaning is 
viewed in the context of the classroom, the opportunities provided in the 
class through teaching and learning strategies, methods, materials, 
interactions, and time will all play a part in determining whether or not a 
learner’s potential can be realized and  satisfactory learning outcomes 
achieved.  
 
The subject and a community, such as a classroom, are interrelated. 
Whatever the individual’s motive is in choosing an activity, it is always 
related to community and environment. Activity theory places particular 
emphasis on this relationship as the sociality and communal nature of 
activity plays a key role in achieving outcomes. The emphasis of the social 
relations between subject and community as an integral aspect of activity 
systems can be seen in Engeström’s work, which further develops Leontiev’s. 
Engeström follows Leontiev’s work in terms of using the concept of activity 
as a unit of analysis, however, he criticizes Leontiev for not elaborating on 
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the triangular model of action (subject-object-mediating artefacts), which is 
presented by Vygotsky as a model of mediated action to describe mediated 
social relations (Engeström, 1999, p.25). In order to elaborate on the social 
elements that constitute an activity system, Engeström adds three additional 
components to Vygotsky’s triangular models; they are rules, community, and 
division of labor. This general model of Engeström’s (1999) activity system is 
depicted in figure 3.1. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.1: The model of an activity system (Engeström, 1999, p.31) 
 
This model explains that an activity system involves a broader context that 
places rules, community and divisions of labor as part of it, along with 
subject, object and mediational tools. Each of the components of an activity 
system contributes to the others; and “they are constantly being 
constructed, renewed, and transformed as outcome” in human existence 
(Cole, 1996, p.141). In this light, the emergence of tensions within this 
system cannot be avoided as they are part of its dynamic interaction 
processes. Moreover, this model implies that an activity system cannot be 
ObjectSubject 
Mediating Artefacts 
Division of labour Rules Community 
Outcome 
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separated from the context in which it operates, in order to create new and 
better development opportunities for the individual and the environment. 
Each element in this context relates to others to form a whole system. 
 
In the foreign language learning process, this model provides an awareness 
that classroom processes involve not only the language learners as subjects, 
language skills as object, and teachers as well as texts as mediating artifacts, 
but also other components which support these three core components. 
Such components consist of certain rules in a language classroom, the 
community where the process occurs, and roles in classroom activities. While 
the interaction occurs in the classroom, the learners bring to it their 
personalities, shaped by their previous socio-historical backgrounds, thus 
creating the possibility of influencing others. At the same time, the learners 
also internalize other values from their peers, class activities, their teachers, 
and their local community, which then become new ground for the 
construction and re-construction of new values that are incorporated into 
their personalities.  
 
For this research, language learners play the role of subjects who conduct 
actions and operations in the English language classroom based on the 
opportunities provided through material and semiotic mediational tools 
offered by the teacher or by an educational institution or system. These 
opportunities are believed to influence students’ interaction, participation 
and engagement in the classroom, which will then lead to the development 
of language skills. The outcomes of the learning process depend on 
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opportunities available during this teaching-learning process. The quality of 
interactions in the language classroom depends on the way the teacher 
manages the classroom in creating the conditions that affect students’ 
learning, participation and engagement in a meaningful learning process. 
 
Activity theory is appropriate as a framework for this research because of its 
concern with dynamic and interactive conditions as social relations in the 
classroom. The activity system is considered as the real basis for the 
development of human personality. The sequences of activities carried out 
by the learners to achieve certain goals play an integral part in the 
formulation of their personalities. The distinct personality appears as a result 
of the different motives and goals of each individual. Thus, the investigation 
of personality has to be observed from “the content and connections of the 
activities” in the system of social relations (Leontiev, 1978, p.113). This is the 
key to the methodology in this research inquiry.  
 
3.4. Conclusions 
 
A sociocultural view of human development emphasizes the importance of 
the social environment in building higher mental functions. Personality 
derives from interactions between the individual, the social and the cultural. 
Vygotsky stresses the importance of interaction in society to the 
development of higher psychological functions which contribute to 
personality development. This development may not emerge without stimuli 
from people or circumstances around them. Each phase of life teaches a 
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person something, and this makes one grow and develop one’s mental 
functions. Vygotsky describes all these points in his study of mental activity 
by introducing a genetic approach to human development. This concept of 
genesis is based on Vygotsky’s belief in what Blonsky states as a historical 
principle in understanding behaviour: “Behavior can be understood only as 
the history of behavior” (as cited in Vygotsky, 1978, p.65). In other words, a 
person’s interaction in each phase of their social life produces and enriches 
their mental world, which is constitutive of personality. For this reason, 
actions in society play an important role in optimizing individual growth.  
 
Leontiev (1978) notes that action plays a role as a producer that leads to 
personality changes. It determines the development of internal psychological 
functions through a more advanced self-consciousness. Thus, in contrast to 
Vygotsky, who uses semiotic mediation as his unit of analysis, Leontiev 
emphasizes practical actions as the unit of psychological analysis. Action is 
considered to directly affect the psychological aspect of personality through 
interactions with components involved within these actions, such as subject, 
object, community, purpose, opportunities, mediational tools, outcome, and 
transition. From the actions and mediational tools used during the 
interaction, the individual becomes a more active participant, which allows 
for the development of self. This understanding has been elaborated by 
Engeström through his model of an activity system that expanded on 
Leontiev’s work. 
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The theoretical framework described in this chapter provides a construct for 
the research of this thesis that involves the concept of personality from a 
sociocultural perspective; additionally, this stance is explored further 
through an investigation of the genetic domain, specifically, the domains of 
ontogenesis and microgenesis. To explain these phenomena, activity theory 
is used as the frame of analysis. The next chapter will present the 
methodological design of this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 
4.1. Introduction 
 
This chapter presents the methodological design of the study. The purpose is 
to clarify how the data were collected from various sources and how they 
were analyzed. This research is grounded in a sociocultural approach, 
therefore the research design draws on this theoretical framework. The first 
part of the chapter presents the rationale for the methodology. This offers 
reasons for choosing case study methodology. The background information 
relating to the participants and the research context constitutes the next 
part of the discussion. The process of data collection and the data analysis 
are described before the chapter concludes with discussions of ethical 
considerations and the implications of the research design. 
 
4.2. Methodology 
 
As argued extensively in the previous chapter, the meaning of personality in 
this study is perceived from a sociocultural perspective, which is more 
concerned with the role of culture and society rather than with individualistic 
traits in personality development (Vygotsky, 1997b). Thus, the surrounding 
circumstances that form part of the research participants’ lives, from 
childhood to the present, acquire paramount importance in the 
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methodological design and data collection processes of this project. This is 
based on an understanding that the development of personality involves a 
higher mental function that cannot be separated from a person’s 
surrounding contexts, their social-cultural life and others who influence the 
individual in various ways. The integration of these multiple aspects is critical 
in discussing their relationship with personality development. The 
methodological design of this study therefore falls into the qualitative 
research tradition. 
 
Qualitative research is concerned with the interpretation of phenomena in 
daily life. An exploration of meaning in context is considered as the key to 
understanding a phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013, p.7). The qualitative 
researcher tries to understand the phenomenon with regard to its 
interaction in particular social and cultural contexts. Interpretations of the 
meanings that people draw upon in interaction are crucial in order to form a 
whole picture of the subject in context, and these interpretations have the 
potential to provide richly descriptive findings. The focus on meaning in 
context invites the qualitative researcher to provide a window on a holistic 
perspective on both mental process and sociocultural context (Davis, 1995, 
p.432). A qualitative methodology is appropriate for this research as it allows 
the researcher to further explore participants’ life journey and background as 
well as their action and interaction, thus enabling a more profound 
understanding of the relationship between their responsive actions in the 
classroom and their personality.  
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Denzin and Lincoln (2013, p.17) argue: “Qualitative researchers stress the 
socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the 
researcher and what is studied and the situational constraints that shape 
inquiry”. This argument implies that qualitative research emphasizes the 
process in particular situations and explores the meanings emerging from the 
social circumstances. For this reason, this research involves various research 
materials that can explain and portray regular moments and meanings in 
daily life, such as those pertaining to personal experiences, life stories, 
interview, and artifacts (Denzin and Lincoln, 2013). Some research designs 
are then developed in order to accommodate the importance of context in 
the process of inquiry. Creswell (2007) classifies narrative research, 
phenomenology, case study, grounded theory, and ethnography as 
approaches to qualitative research inquiry. All of these research designs 
focus on an interpretative method in order to understand meanings that 
emerge from activity and context.    
 
This study uses a case study approach. A case study aims to provide an in-
depth understanding of the situation and meaning for those involved. Van 
Lier (2005) points out that a case study foregrounds the sociocultural and 
interaction context, as well as the development of the individual and their 
community. This understanding accords with Yin (2003, p.13) who views case 
study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon 
within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between the 
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident”. Within case study 
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research, a comprehensive understanding of the case is interpreted and 
analyzed by taking into account the influence of each aspect in context and 
synthesizing these aspects in a whole in order to give both an in-depth and 
comprehensive description of the case (Mertens, 1998; Stake, 2005). In other 
words, case study research requires a comprehensive understanding of a 
particular case through holistic analysis. Thus, its use in this project is 
intended to reveal the role of cultural context in personality development 
and as such attempts to construct an understanding of individual personality 
development within particular social circumstances. This information can 
then be connected with how students’ interact with their peers and teacher 
and what they do during the classroom learning process, particularly, within 
an EFL learning context. 
 
Additionally, the use of a case study approach in this research is aimed at 
facilitating an in-depth view of the uniqueness of an individual’s personality 
through cross-case analysis. A case study can also be used to construct a 
comprehensive understanding of relations between personality and language 
learning by looking at learners’ responses, interactions, and actions in the 
classroom. As significant characteristics of case study research, the direct 
involvement of the participants and their activities, together with the 
researcher’s observations, leads the researcher to generate unique 
interpretations of the interactions as they occur (Stake, 2005). Furthermore, 
case study’s emphasis on multiple interpretations through various 
representations of data offers opportunities for the researcher to interpret a 
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comprehensive range of issues (Yin, 2003). This opportunity is crucial for this 
project as it involves a study of individuals with their unique personality 
characteristics along with their experiences in specific contexts.  
 
In second language learning research, Johnson (1992) notes that case study 
research is able to provide information about language learners, both in 
terms of learning and communication, including information about their 
personalities and interaction in the learning environment. The aims of the 
case study provide the opportunity to explore dynamic processes in the 
classroom, in terms of both the learners and teaching-learning activities, in 
order to reach particular goals. As Van Lier (2005, p.195) argues: “A case 
study zeros in on a particular case in great detail, within its natural contexts 
of situation, and tries to probe into its characteristics, dynamics, and 
purposes”.  
 
The present research focuses on identifying and observing the personalities 
of a cohort of five Acehnese students. These case study participants are 
acknowledged as having different personalities and social-cultural 
experiences that may affect their communication and participation in 
learning, specifically, learning the English language. Each participant is 
observed closely during their interactions in the English speaking class to see 
how their personalities guide their interactions with the EFL activities, their 
peers, their teacher, and materials in the classroom. In this light, participants’ 
social backgrounds and experiences are taken into account as important 
information that helps reveal the reciprocal relationships between 
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personality and English language learning. The following section describes 
the research participants and context in further detail. 
 
4.3. Research participants and context  
 
The participants of this study are Acehnese students who are enrolled in an 
undergraduate course offered by the English Department in the Faculty of 
Teacher Training and Education of the State Institute of Islamic Studies (IAIN) 
Ar-Raniry, Banda Aceh, Indonesia. This institute is one of the two state 
universities in Banda Aceh. The institute aims to produce scholars with 
competencies in Islamic studies and social sciences. Since its establishment in 
1963, as the third IAIN in Indonesia, after IAIN Sunan Kalijaga, Yogyakarta, 
and IAIN Syarif Hidayatullah, Jakarta, the Ar-Raniry Institute now consists of 
five faculties: the Faculty of Teacher Training and Education (Tarbiyah); the 
Faculty of Islamic Law (Syari’ah); the Faculty of Theology; the Faculty of 
Media and Communication (Da’wah); and the Faculty of Art, History, and 
Literature (Adab). Among these faculties, the faculty of teacher training and 
education is the largest, with eight departments. These departments cover 
various fields in education; they are Arabic, English, Chemistry, Biology, 
Physics, Mathematics, Islamic Science, and Islamic Education.  
 
The English department is the most popular one in the faculty of teacher 
training and education. Its popularity has led to significant enrolment with 
479 students studying there in 2012 (Source: A report from English 
Department, IAIN Ar-Raniry). Its good reputation has made this department a 
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first-priority destination for those who want to learn English within higher 
formal education in Aceh. As a result, the students in this department come 
from various places or districts in the province of Aceh. This situation brings 
to the institute a diversity of student backgrounds and unique sociocultural 
perspectives from which to explore the diverse personalities of research 
participants as well as their relationship to learning. 
 
The main research setting is the English-speaking class. The speaking class 
prompts students to be actively involved in dialogic events, which facilitates 
the development of the individual in both affective and cognitive aspects 
(Donato, 1994). Vygotsky (1975) argues that, in a dialogical event, each 
person is exposed to expressions, gestures, tone, and even inflections that 
create the psychological context of meaning-making. The speaking class can 
maximize this context through facilitating thoughts and feelings in active 
communication since dialogue and speech are the major activities in such 
classes. A dynamic and active environment is required in the language-
speaking classroom as the output produced by the learners in verbal 
communication indicates their progress and improvement. This environment 
allows more opportunities for students to participate and perform actively. 
Thus, their actions in class in response to their peers, their teacher and 
mediational tools around them can be captured, and this may lead to an 
understanding of how students learn and participate in the English speaking 
learning process. Additionally, this English-speaking classroom setting offers 
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the researcher an opportunity to observe the way students integrate their 
personality into their learning practice. 
 
When the field research was conducted over three months in mid-2012, the 
Ar-Raniry Institute’s English Department was offering two levels of English-
speaking classes − Conversation 2 and Conversation 4. Both of these levels 
consisted of three unit classes. The Conversation 2 class was chosen, as all 
unit classes of Conversation 4 were at that time taught by an American guest 
teacher, a native English speaker. The Conversation 2 class fulfilled both 
criteria of this research study – that the class be solely English-speaking and 
that the teaching be conducted by a local teacher.  
 
Among the three classes in the Conversation 2 units, the unit-3 class was 
selected to be the participants in this research after teacher and students 
consented to participate when the research project was presented and 
explained to them in their classroom. There were 26 students in this class, 17 
female and 9 male. The primary source of data information for this project 
was generated by five of these students, who became the case study 
participants. They were allocated the following pseudonyms: Dedi, Lana, 
Rianti, Surya, and Tina. These five students were considered to have the 
potential to provide rich information which would reveal insights into the 
phenomena explored in the study. These students were selected as 
representatives of a range of aspects such as personality, gender, family and 
social backgrounds, and cultural diversity. The knowledge of these aspects 
was gleaned from their written narratives and first interviews. All prospective 
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case study participants were asked to write a personal narrative and to be 
involved in an interview as part of the recruitment process.  
 
The differences of personality, sociocultural background, and gender of the 
participants informed their responses to communicative interaction in the 
classroom activities from different perspectives and characteristics, and 
assisted the researcher in analyzing the influence of personality within 
classroom interactions and learning processes. In addition, selecting 
participants from different backgrounds can enrich case study information. 
Maximizing what can be learned from the case is the most important thing in 
selecting the case sample (Stake, 1995; Merriam, 1998).  
 
The other participant in this study was the teacher, Mrs. Ata (pseudonym), 
who was teaching spoken English in the class. Mrs. Ata played an important 
role as a facilitator who instructed and guided the students in the class. She 
directed the students to participate and to be actively involved in the 
classroom. The researcher did not involve herself in the planning of lesson 
activities. From the first discussion with Mrs. Ata, it was found that she 
always prepared one to three activities for each class session. It seemed that 
this preparation demonstrated her intention to provide optimal 
opportunities for her students to participate. This was also advantageous for 
this research because, through a variety of activities, the participants’ actions 
provide rich information about their personalities in multi situations. 
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4.4. Data collection 
 
The data for this study was collected from various sources using research 
methods that were understood to have the potential to enhance the 
understandings of students’ personality development and the way it may be 
linked to students’ interaction in the EFL classroom by taking into account 
their sociocultural backgrounds. As such, written narratives, interviews, and 
classroom observations were selected to generate data. These research 
methods were implemented in three phases. The first phase, which aimed to 
recruit case study participants, drew on the use of written narratives and 
interviews; the second phase involved classroom observations; and in the 
third phase, the case study participants, their peers, and the participating 
teacher were invited to take part in individual interviews. These phases are 
described in Table 4.1. 
 
Phases and research 
object 
Methods Focus 
First phase 
19 participants  
 
 
17 participants 
 
Written narratives  
 
 
Interviews 
 
Self-description of personality, life stories, 
family and social background. 
 
Socio-cultural backgrounds, motives and 
experiences in learning English. 
Second phase 
5 case study participants 
 
Classroom 
observations 
 
Actions, participation, interaction, and 
engagement 
 
Third Phase 
5 case study participants 
 
 
 
 A teacher 
 
 
 
9 peer reflection on case 
study participants  
 
Interview 
 
 
 
Interview 
 
 
 
Interview 
 
Interpretations of self, experiences in learning 
English, perception of target language and the 
learning process in the observation class. 
 
Competency, personality and responses of 
the case study participants in the learning 
process, teaching strategies and materials. 
 
Case study students’ personality, learning 
habits, interaction with others.  
 
Table 4.1. The description of data collection  
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4.4.1. Written narratives 
 
Data collection began on 25 April 2012 with the organization of a writing 
session. The session involved a group of 19 students as representatives of 
the students’ diversity. The use of participants’ written narratives in this 
research was intended to generate interpretation and perception of their 
personal characteristics, sociocultural practices and socio-historical 
backgrounds, as well as their life stories. Narrative is believed to be effective 
in revealing the personal experiences of the students by reconstructing their 
lived events (Riessman, 1993). A person’s voice, experiences, background, 
self-characteristics, motivations, struggles and interests, can be heard from 
narratives, as stories are mostly used by people to explain and justify their 
thinking and actions (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 
 
Self-descriptive narrative and life stories constitute a major part of this 
project in order to access information about students’ personalities and how 
the contextual setting and situation influences the formation of these.  As 
personality cannot be separated from social and cultural circumstances, the 
participants’ narratives in this research included descriptions of their 
experiences at home, at school, in their communities, and of their 
relationships with people in those contexts, at a particular time. This self-
narrative can assist the researcher in compiling important information as its 
outcome can be used widely “for comparison among groups, to learn about a 
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social phenomenon or historical period, or to explore a personality” (Lieblich, 
Tuval-Maschiach & Zilber, 1998, p.2).  
 
From their interpretations of a participants’ narrative, the researcher will 
have knowledge and understanding about a person, their culture and how 
they interpret their experiences and make plans for the future; the 
researcher may also gain access to some aspects of the participant’s identity 
and their social world (Lieblich et al., 1998). Connelly and Clandinin (1990, 
p.10) add that “narrative and life go together and so the principal attraction 
of narrative as method is its capacity to render life experiences, both 
personal and social, in relevant and meaningful ways”. This understanding 
implies that narratives are not purely individual productions. Social, cultural, 
historical conventions and the interlocutor have a great influence in shaping 
them (Pavlenko, 2002). The use of narrative methods of data generation has 
the potential to provide rich data and information about the complex 
phenomena of a person’s life and experiences. The researcher can attempt 
to access the local meanings of actions from the narrator’s point of view.  
 
4.4.2. Interviews 
 
Interviews constitute another method of generating data that is useful for 
gaining the participants’ perspectives on the subject matter. As Patton (2002, 
p.278) states, the purpose of interviewing is “to access the perspective of the 
person being interviewed”. These perspectives describe someone’s personal 
interpretations of the world (Cohen, Marion, & Morison, 2007) and may 
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possibly capture the uniqueness of a person’s experiences, stories, and 
responses. This project used audio-recorded, open-ended semi-structured 
interviews (Merriam, 1998). The reason for using this type of interview is to 
encourage participants to communicate their thoughts more freely. The 
researcher prepared a list of questions in advance that provides a guide for 
the direction of the interview. 
 
The interviews with participating students were conducted in Indonesian. 
The use of this language meant participants could convey their ideas and 
words clearly in a familiar language without being afraid of making 
grammatical or vocabulary mistakes had English been used. Notes were 
taken during all the interview sessions to capture important quotes and 
statements that can contribute rich data to this study. During interview 
sessions, staying engaged with the interviewee is very important, to make 
them feel comfortable and feel free to talk as well as to encourage them to 
tell their stories, feelings, and views in depth and with honesty. As 
mentioned by Cohen et al. (2007), an interview is a social, interpersonal 
encounter, not simply a method of data collection, so an appropriate 
atmosphere is needed in order to provide comfortable conditions.  
 
To obtain rich data for this study, the interviews were conducted with all 
participating students, the case participants, the teacher, and the 
participants’ peers.  
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4.4.2.1. The interviews with all participating students  
 
The first individual interviews aimed to recruit the case participants. 
Interviews with all participating students were conducted after the written 
narrative session. These interviews helped to elicit descriptions of the 
students’ socio-cultural backgrounds, motives, and perceptions of learning 
English. They rounded out the written narratives, which then provided 
valuable information for selecting the best input-rich cases to focus on in this 
research project. These interviews were also used to make basic assumptions 
about the learners’ actions in classroom activity. In other words, this process 
was useful to have a better understanding of the study participants prior to 
the case selection. These first phase interviews took between 10 to 20 
minutes for each student, and were conducted over two days, from 26 to 27 
April, 2012. The way that the students responded to the questions and their 
willingness to tell their stories openly made the duration of each interview 
differ from one to another. Of the 19 students who were involved in the 
narrative session, only 17 students participated in this first-phase interview. 
Two other students were not able to attend the session as one was sick and 
the other was out of town.  
 
4.4.2.2. Interviews with each case-study participant 
 
Interviews with the case study participants were conducted after the 
classroom observations on 31 May 2012. This time, the questions were 
directed at accessing their interpretations and reflections of themselves, 
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their experiences of learning English, their perceptions of the target language 
proficiency and learning context, and also the learning process in the 
observation class. These interviews provided a retrospective narrative 
account of the learners’ experiences. In addition, these interviews aimed to 
fill out the information that could not be readily collected during active 
observation. Patton (2002, p.278) states that the researcher cannot observe 
everything, especially things related to “feelings, thoughts, and intentions”. 
Thus, the interviews with the case study participants provided useful 
information about students’ interpretations of and reflections on themselves 
as language learners and on their experiences of learning English, the cultural 
context of the language, their interactions with others, their self-
development, and also the learning process in the classroom. In these 
interview sessions, each participant was interviewed for about 15 to 30 
minutes.   
 
4.4.2.3. Interview with the teacher 
 
An interview with the teacher was conducted after the classroom 
observation sessions had finished, on 30 May 2012. The purpose of this 
interview was to obtain a brief description of the students in class, including 
their progress in learning spoken English, and also their usual responses and 
actions during the learning process. In addition, this interview was aimed at 
acquiring some information related to the teacher’s understanding of what 
she saw and how she modified the lesson in response to learners’ 
personalities. This information provided insights into the teacher’s 
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instructional stance, her teaching philosophy, and her perceptions of 
students’ personalities and habits. The interview with the teacher took 33 
minutes and was conducted in English.  
 
4.4.2.4. Interview with case study students’ peers 
 
Other interviews were set with some of the case study participants’ peers. 
This research decision was aimed at gaining other perspectives about the 
case study participants’ personalities, learning habits, interactions with 
others, and their common activities inside and outside the campus. These 
interviews provided rich descriptions about the case study participants that 
added to the store of information about them. The interviews, lasting 10 to 
15 minutes for each student, were conducted on 23, 24, and 30 May 2012, 
during the five-week period of classroom observations. 
  
4.4.3. Classroom observations 
 
Classroom observation was the main method for collecting data for this 
research. Observation is considered as the best method for capturing the 
complexities of many situations (Patton, 2002). By conducting an 
observation, the researcher sees things firsthand and notices things that 
have become routine to the participants; such instances can then be 
interpreted by the researcher based on their knowledge and expertise and 
lead to understanding the context (Merriam, 1998). The use of classroom 
observation in this research was aimed at capturing the students’ 
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personalities in the learning situation by looking deeply into the classroom 
context of interaction. Specifically, the purposes of the classroom 
observation were the following: to portray the case study participants’ 
responses to classroom events and interactions with peers; to gain a picture 
of their personalities; to determine how the students’ personalities affect 
their learning of a foreign language; and whether interactions in classroom 
affect students’ personalities.  
Based on the above aims, the observations were directed towards 
understanding the communicative events in the class, and from the written 
notes and video-recordings of participants’ actions, students’ participation 
and engagement in learning spoken English were observed closely as it 
happened. The observations were also useful for gaining an understanding of 
the students’ interactions with their peers and teacher, and to learn more 
about the teacher’s choice of mediational classroom tools intended to 
support their students’ language development.  
The participants’ activities, their interactions and conversations were the key 
foci of the observations. However, the dynamics of the class in general were 
also observed, including the teaching method used by the teacher, how the 
teacher changed the methods or techniques during classroom activity, and 
how she responded to students’ actions, such as answering her questions or 
offering comments. The meanings inferred during the observation were used 
as reference points for the next interview with five participants and the 
teacher. 
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The videotaped classroom observations were focused on the five case-study 
participants and this recording was used to back up the researcher’s direct 
classroom observation at the time. Such recordings have the potential to be 
useful for completing data analysis and for cross-checking data (Cohen et al., 
2007). The class was observed five times every Wednesday, from 11.30 a.m. 
to 13.00 p.m. for approximately 90 minutes, starting on the 2nd of May and 
finishing on the 30 of May. 
 
During observations, the researcher took notes about the five selected 
participants’ activities, events, and settings. The observational points 
included participants’ actions and their speech during classroom activities, 
such as talking to peers, responses to teacher’s questions, acting on the task 
at hand, and reacting to peers’ actions. The responses and changes in their 
actions were noted and recorded for further investigation. Since there were 
five students who needed to be recorded and the class was very active and 
dynamic, the researcher sometimes held the camera and followed the 
selected participants’ in their movements around the class. However, when 
the class activity required them to sit in groups, the camera was placed at the 
front of the classroom, while at times it was moved around to record the 
actions and interactions of individual participants. 
 
The role of the researcher in this observation as an observer-participant was 
made known to the students (Cohen et al., 2007). As an observer-participant, 
the researcher had less extensive direct personal contact with participants in 
the classroom. This role was appropriate, since it is important to focus on the 
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main subject of the investigation in order to catch, in depth, the unique 
responses of each case study participant. Although the researcher had 
limited interaction with participants in the classroom, she nevertheless tried 
to interact and talk more with them outside the classroom any time she had 
the opportunity. During this interaction, the participants’ responses to 
people around them and the way they communicated with others could be 
seen directly. These interactions can provide additional sources of data 
which may give valuable information for the focus of this research. 
 
4.5. Data Analysis 
 
The ongoing processes of data analysis and data collection are intricately 
connected. That is to say, features of the data are considered for what they 
may yield in closer analysis. The preliminary analysis helps in developing 
existing data and in formulating a new plan for further steps in the 
investigations when necessary (Miles & Huberman, 1994). However, during 
the collection of data, the analysis was not the major concern as the focus 
was on “in-the-field insights” of the data inquiry (Patton, 2002, p.436). The 
main analysis occurs after the field research ends and follows coding 
schemes, data displays, and interpretation mechanisms. Since this research 
involves multiple cases, the data analysis followed a two-stage process – 
“within case analysis” and “cross-case analysis” (Merriam, 1998, p.194). Each 
single case was analyzed separately before they were viewed in a cross-case 
context analytically. From both of these analytical stages, the explanations 
that were later developed become general conclusions that correspond to all 
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of the cases (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003). Following the framework of the 
genetic-analytic domain, the data were classified and analyzed under 
ontogenetic analysis and microgenetic analysis.  
 
4.5.1. Ontogenetic analysis 
 
In this research, ontogenetic data covers an individual’s historical 
development, which brings an understanding of how their interaction in their 
sociocultural world influences their personality and shapes them to become 
the person they are now. Additionally, ontogenetic analysis makes clearer 
the way in which a particular personality and life journey, along with varying 
circumstances, affects the way an individual learns in class, particularly in the 
language-learning context. The first step of data analysis involved classifying 
the data from participants’ written narratives and interviews – two sources 
of ontogenetic data – into several themes and units of data.  
  
For this data set, the information was classified into two general themes. 
Firstly, the data that related to a participant’s personality covered 
information about family and social background, life journey from childhood 
to the present, and individual traits. This data is crucial to understanding the 
personal characteristics described by each of the student participants, 
thereby gaining a picture of their personality and their life-history cycles. 
Secondly, the data that contributed to understanding the participants’ 
language-learning actions and class participation formed an important 
adjunct to the socio-historical information; the English language-learning 
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experiences and educational background of the participants were part of this 
latter data set. All of this ontogenetic data is used to inform and interpret the 
possible reasons behind the participants’ actions and interactions in the 
class.  
4.5.2. Microgenetic analysis 
 
Since this research focuses on interactive events in the classroom, the 
microgenetic data includes the responses, actions, and conversations of all 
participants’ during the learning process in the class. These data were coded 
and classified based on “theoretical propositions” as a reflection of the 
research questions and the literature review (Yin, 2003, p.112). Referring to 
theoretical propositions was a useful way to manage the data collection and 
to focus on the necessary data (Yin, 2003). This enabled the analysis to be 
more systematic.  
 
Participants’ interactions were analyzed through their connections with the 
elements offered within Engeström’s models of activity system. In this 
model, activities were organized into the following groupings: mediation, 
object, rules, community, and division of labour (Engeström, 1999). The use 
of Engeström’s model is expanded by looking more deeply at students’ 
actions in communicative events through the researcher’s observations of 
the relational aspect of self during their interactions in the classroom with 
peers, teacher, and the teaching material and classroom activities. For this 
reason, the field notes were made during the classroom observations with an 
emphasis on the following points: 
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Interaction : Individual student - Individual student 
    Individual student – Peers 
    Individual student – teacher 
    Individual student – Teaching materials 
Participation: Speaking in class, answering and asking questions, making 
comments, and joining in discussion 
Engagement: The appearance of listening and paying attention, asking for 
help, answering questions appropriately, following class rules, displaying 
positive behaviour, showing enthusiasm for contributing, demonstrating a 
level of concern for learning. 
 
All of these points formed a checklist for each student’s behaviour as 
recorded in the observation notes. The students’ verbal interactions, 
involving gestures, facial expression, and communicative actions, were noted 
in order to gain a comprehensive picture of the students’ actions in each 
event. An additional note form was also made for observing the overall 
classroom situation, which included classroom structure, methods, 
classroom management, and the physical environment. The notes were then 
classified into several themes based on the particular element in the activity 
systems. These actions were analyzed and interpreted by connecting them 
with the data from interviews and written narratives.  
 
The data from interviews and written narratives were coded by including the 
initial data source, such as Int for interview and Wn for written narrative, and 
the initial letter of the pseudonym of each student or teacher. The line 
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number was also used to indicate the sequence of the responses in interview 
and narrative within the written transcription. This identification can be 
illustrated with the following example: an interview excerpt identified as 
Int1:D4-5 indicates the first interview with Dedi which was quoted from 
excerpt 4-5. The symbols that occasionally appear in transcription include: 
[…] as pause, [-] as unfinished or interrupted, [--] as not able to be 
transcribed.  
 
4.6. Ethical consideration 
 
Ethical concerns are always at the center of all research so all aspects related 
to the participants’ personal lives and their circumstances need to be 
considered when collecting data. The ethical aspect of research involving 
human beings focuses on “informed consent”, “right to privacy”, and 
“protection from harm” (Fontana & Frey, 2008, p.142).  
 
For this research, an ethical application was submitted to Deakin University. 
Some requirements needed to be fulfilled as an attachment. These 
requirements included details of the recruitment tools, the plain language 
statement and consent forms, the support from the institution where the 
research was to be conducted and a list of interview questions. A plain 
language statement and consent form were provided in two languages, 
Indonesian and English. These two language versions were created to avoid 
misunderstandings by the participants of this research and to provide brief 
 115 
 
information about the terms of their voluntarily participation. These forms 
were created not only for the students but also for the teacher.  
 
As this research was conducted in the English Department of Ar-Raniry 
Institute, permission was sought from the Head of the English Department. 
For this permission, the researcher contacted the Head of the English 
Department by phone and sent the necessary document by e-mail. This 
document consisted of the general description of the research, including the 
criteria to be used in the classroom observations and the time required to 
observe. The ethical submission was assessed and approved by Deakin 
University’s Human Research Ethics Committee (DUHREC).  
 
For ethical purposes, before collecting data, all information related to this 
research was presented to all participants in the classroom along with a plain 
language statement and consent form. The participants were also provided 
with an opportunity to ask questions. When the participants had 
acknowledged that they understood the content of the consent, they signed 
their consent form as an agreement to participate in the data collection. To 
maintain privacy and confidentiality, pseudonyms were used in reporting the 
result and at other times. There was a possibility that the identity of case 
study participants might be recognized by some people, particularly those 
who were also involved in classroom interaction, but the participants had 
already been informed about possible consequences and they agreed to 
participate. 
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4.7. Implications of the research design 
 
In this study, the findings reveal the synthesis of several data sources that 
could be used to cross-check information. For example, by utilizing written 
narratives and interviews, data about the students’ personalities were 
gathered from their own perspectives along with that of their peers and the 
teacher. Classroom observations complement this data as the researcher 
could directly observe participants’ personalities in action and connect this 
data with various aspects of the participants. This cross-checking of data 
underpins the credibility of this research. This cross-check analysis which 
involved a two-stage process of case analysis, that is, within a case and a 
cross-case analysis, could be valuable in limiting the potential bias of the 
research investigation. 
 
In addition, using Indonesian for communicating with the participants 
throughout the interviews and written narrative benefited the validity of the 
research because the participants could express everything without being 
limited by a language barrier. Using familiar language in questions and 
interactions during the fieldwork provided rich communication between the 
researcher and the participants. Thus, it enhanced the quality of the 
information and minimized misinterpretation of meanings that could arise 
from cultural differences (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002). In addition, using 
the students’ native language encouraged them to be more open with the 
information conveyed. Students’ written narratives and interviews reflected 
this openness; they did not hesitate to reveal their negative habits and 
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behaviours in daily life and in classroom language learning processes, and 
their experiences in language learning as well as family issues.  
 
Sharing an Acehnese background makes it easy for the researcher to 
understand the actions and the explanations from their points of view, 
especially when conditions in the research context are those involving 
cultural rules and practices. Thus, it is believed that the researcher’s resulting 
interpretations may accurately reflect their intended meanings. Although 
“being native” is not a requirement in understanding an event (Merriam, 
1998, p.102), misunderstanding can occur frequently in cross-cultural 
research when talking about sensitive topics or interacting in unacceptable 
ways according to the values and norms of the participants (Patton, 2002). 
This situation might be minimized if the researcher and the participants 
share the same ethnic background. Thus, communication and data collection 
may be more accurate and effective. 
Although the data obtained from the students through interviews and 
narrative writing was originally in Indonesia, direct quotes have been 
translated and are presented here in English. All translation was undertaken 
through careful consideration of the particular contexts of the spoken 
or written data, in an effort to render the intended meanings precisely. For 
the purposes of accuracy, some words and phrases from the original 
language are also included in the narrative, including quotes with 
translations in brackets, when they are special terms in Indonesian or 
Acehnese not easily translated into English. 
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These quotes are provided to provide rich descriptions of this study’s 
findings. The description of the students’ personalities, their life stories, 
family backgrounds, and their experiences combined with the description of 
their actions in the classroom provides the information for this research 
about the circumstances outside and inside the classroom and how these 
circumstances affect students’ personalities and their participation in 
learning a second or foreign language in a classroom context.  
 
4.8. Conclusions 
 
This study investigates learners as members of an EFL classroom and of the 
larger community, thus, the learners’ experiences, perspectives, actions, and 
interactions are crucial to this research. This chapter has laid out the 
research design and methodology used in this study. A case study method 
was chosen as it provides a holistic description of phenomena in a real 
context, and yields the appropriate data for the purposes of this research, 
which is to investigate the relationship between students’ personality and 
their language learning process in an English learning classroom. The data 
come from multiple sources, such as written narrative, audio-recorded semi-
structured interviews, note-taking and video-recorded classroom 
observations. These data are important because the participants’ 
interactions in class cannot be separated from the surrounding 
circumstances – that is, from the social background or from the peer-group. 
To accommodate this necessarily holistic approach, the analysis of the 
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students’ historical development and background – the ontogenetic analysis- 
is used along with the analysis of personal interactions during classroom 
activity (microgenetic analysis). The next chapter will describe and explore 
the students’ personalities and sociocultural backgrounds. 
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CHAPTER 5 
PERSONALITY AND SOCIOCULTURAL BECOMING 
  
5.1. Introduction 
 
This chapter considers the data that provides an insight into the genesis of 
the participants. The central intent of the chapter is to explore the process of 
personality construction in relation to the sociocultural becoming of each 
participant. The discussion is aimed at addressing the first research question 
of this thesis related to the contribution of sociocultural background to 
students’ personality development. The students’ life histories and 
experiences, as well as their sociohistorical and cultural backgrounds, form 
the major part of the discussion in this chapter which focuses on how these 
factors have contributed to the development of their personality. This 
information, then, is matched with their personality characteristics to give an 
account of the ways these sociocultural factors affect each other to shape 
personality. At the beginning of the chapter, the profile of each of the case-
study participants is presented. Later, the connection between sociocultural 
values and personality is discussed.  
 
5.2. Personality in context: The profiles of case-study participants. 
 
Each individual has their own story which can result in differences in 
individual behaviour. This can occur because, during a life journey, 
individuals participate in different activity systems. People are affected by 
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the circumstances in which they have spent their lives, both in the distant 
past and in recent years. For this reason, an individual’s history always has a 
strong connection with social history (Vygotsky & Luria, 1994b). Based on 
this understanding, past life experiences are always an important part of a 
person’s life as they provide a social foundation for what and who individuals 
become as well as account for the development of one’s personality and 
behaviour. Vygotsky (1997b, p.26) states: “The history of the cultural 
development of the child brings us to the history of the development of 
personality”. To capture this assertion in the present research, each case-
study participant’s profile is presented by examining their family and social 
backgrounds, their life journey from childhood to the present, and a self-
description of their personality traits. The participants’ educational 
backgrounds and experiences, particularly in relation to their language 
learning, also form part of the discussion as they are considered to be factors 
of the past that influence the learner’s learning process in the present.  
 
As mentioned in Chapter Four, these case-study participants were selected 
as representatives of a range of aspects, such as personality, gender, family 
and social backgrounds, as well as cultural diversity. The knowledge of these 
aspects was gleaned from their written narratives and first interview. Table 
5.1 provides a general profile of the participants. 
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Participant Age Gender Ethnicity Self-description 
Dedi 20 Male Acehnese (Aceh 
Besar) 
Strongly self-confident, easy to 
make friends, funny, lazy, hard 
worker. 
Lana 19 Female Javanese – 
Acehnese (Aceh 
Besar) 
Shy, quiet. 
Rianti 19 Female Acehnese (South 
Aceh) 
High self-confidence, sensitivity, 
needing appreciation. 
Surya 19 Male Batak (North 
Sumatra) – 
Acehnese (Pidie) 
Average to high self-confidence, 
not friendly 
Tina 19 Female Gayonese (Central 
Aceh) 
Friendly, cheery, fussy, finding 
fault 
Table 5.1. A general profile of the participants. 
 
5.2.1. Dedi 
 
Dedi is the kind of student who is never afraid to say whatever is on his mind. 
His experiences of socializing with people from different backgrounds seem 
to have made it relatively easy for him to make friends. Since he was a young 
child, Dedi has lived in an environment which contains various cultures. His 
father was an army officer and he spent his childhood at an army base near 
the city. His mother also worked in an office in Banda Aceh, the capital city of 
Aceh. Since his parents were quite busy with their work, Dedi lived with his 
aunt and uncle from when he was about 2 years old until he was in the 
second grade of elementary school. He reflected:  
 
When I was a kid, I don’t know what happened, I can’t remember, but 
I am told that my father and mother were busy working so I lived with 
my aunt (Int1: D.e30). 
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After he graduated from elementary school, Dedi left Banda Aceh, for Sigli, 
one of the districts in Aceh, to continue his study at an Islamic Boarding 
school and stayed there for six years. He stated that living in two different 
places like that, a city as a heterogeneous community and a village as a 
homogenous one, led him to easily accept the differences around him. This 
seems to be observable in his personality and behaviour. He is very open to 
new people and cultures, and this makes him very active in his social life.  
 
When asked to describe his personality in more detail, Dedi portrayed 
himself as a hard worker, strongly self-confident, funny, but lazy and 
negligent. Of these characteristics, Dedi thinks that being hard working is his 
strength. This characteristic has helped him attain many achievements, 
including making his own living by working as a blogger, which he is very 
proud of. The characteristic that he really wants to overcome is negligence, 
which often prevents him from obtaining the best results in his various 
activities. He said:  
 
I have lost many important things because of my negligent attitude. 
Sometimes, this attitude detracts from my hard work (Wn: D.e5). 
 
Although Dedi is quite clear about his strengths and weaknesses, he is aware 
that other people may have a different opinion of him. He says that some 
people think he is an easy-going person while others say he is arrogant. 
However, one thing that he has discovered about himself is that he finds it 
very easy to make new friends. He never hesitates to start a conversation 
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with a new person in any setting. Thus, his social sphere is quite wide. He 
admits that he has more friends from various backgrounds outside the 
university environment. This situation has meant his interactions with his 
friends on campus are limited. He describes his relationship with his 
classmates as follows:  
 
I know them only in the classroom. I mean that I seldom hangout with 
them outside of class, like to have a cup of coffee (Int2: D.e66).  
 
He realizes that this means he has only a few close friends on campus who 
understand him. He adds: 
 
I only have a few close friends in class. My other friends are from 
outside the university. I don’t know why all my friends outside are not 
the same age as me. Most of them are older than me. I have learned 
many things from them, particularly positive things… My friends who 
are the same age as me are only on campus. I do not have friends of 
the same age outside (Int2: D.e72-74).   
 
When asked if this might be because he is older than his classmates, Dedi did 
not think that his age was the reason. It seems that the milieu outside the 
campus, which offers more varied experiences of meeting different people 
with different perspectives and backgrounds, is more interesting to him. For 
instance, Dedi is actively involved in English native speaker environments in 
Aceh. He often spends his days outside the classroom with one of the 
American community groups that offer an English course. This allows him to 
 125 
 
practice his English every day. As a result, his English is very fluent compared 
to his classmates. Mrs. Ata, his English-speaking teacher, commented that 
Dedi can speak English clearly and fluently. Even though he may not be 
prepared for class, he can still express his ideas clearly in English. Mrs. Ata 
also added that Dedi’s self-confidence is very high, so when it comes to 
speaking, it is easy for him.  
 
From the time he was in elementary school up to the present, Dedi has never 
taken an English course outside of school. However, he spent his high school 
years at an Islamic boarding school, which required students to actively use 
both English and Arabic. For Dedi, the six years he spent at Islamic boarding 
school gave him valuable experiences that opened his mind about his future 
life. The school environment not only succeeded in changing his negative 
behaviour but also introduced him to English. However, the event that really 
opened his eyes and motivated him to learn English seriously was when the 
2004 tsunami struck. He states: 
 
Maybe, I was motivated by the tsunami. Because of the tsunami, 
many people who spoke English were recruited as volunteers to 
translate or for other work. I was probably motivated by that 
moment. In 2004, I was still in junior high school. I read in the news 
that many Acehnese can speak English. So, maybe, I was motivated by 
this tsunami because before, when I was in elementary school, I never 
thought that someday I would have to be competent in English, 
Arabic, or another language (Int1: D.e76).  
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After the tsunami, many non-government organizations (NGOs) came to 
Aceh to open offices. As a result, there were many employment 
opportunities, particularly for those who could communicate in English. 
Competency in the English language meant more opportunities were 
available to obtain a higher position within various NGOs and would allow a 
person to participate widely in Aceh’s recovery program. At that time, Dedi 
saw how one older student he knew was able to communicate actively with 
the foreigners who came to his school. This inspired him and made him think 
that he could do the same thing in the future. From that moment, Dedi 
dedicated himself to memorizing 20 vocabulary items every day. He was 
quite disciplined in doing this during his second and third years of junior high 
school but, after that, he never attempted this again. However, the school 
policy which required students to speak in English and Arabic inside and 
outside the classroom meant that he still needed to be involved actively with 
English.  
 
This past intensive involvement with English continued during his university 
years through communicating actively with English native speakers. His 
interaction with foreigners outside the university campus is part of his 
informal education and has helped him to improve his English skills as well as 
to learn the culture of the target language. To enrich his experience in 
English, in 2010, he also took the opportunity to teach some students from 
one high school during a summer camp program. 
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5.2.2. Lana 
 
Lana is the eldest of the three female case study participants in this research. 
She seems to be a quiet girl. She said that she is an introvert, a shy girl. Lana 
perceived these characteristics as some of her weaknesses. This is apparent 
from her statements:  
 
The thing that I do not like in myself is that I am very shy in talking to 
other people and very nervous (Wn: L.e6).  
 
She tends to talk less with people she has just met; however, if she meets 
and talks to people who have been her friends for a long time, she will talk 
much more. She mentions that most of those who are close to her think that 
she is fussy and likes to persuade other people to do what she wants; 
however, she herself hates it if other people try to control her life. She 
reveals that her mother has often said that she is an unruly person because 
she loves arguing with other people who do not share her views. She is 
aware that people may have different opinions of her, but she says she does 
not care about others’ opinions. She notes:  
Some people have said that I am quiet, talkative, naughty, dissident, a 
troublemaker, who does not care about others, and so forth. But I do 
not blame them. That is their opinion (Wn: L.e2).  
 
Other people’s opinions of her seem to reflect her life journey with its 
different phases. She notes that her present characteristics changed in 
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accord with her life stages. Her characteristics in childhood were quite 
different compared with her teenage years.  
 
Lana adds that her shy and easily led nature changed dramatically during her 
junior high school years when she continued her study at an Islamic boarding 
school. Having new friends and a new environment made her feel free to do 
things that she had not done before. She often played truant from school 
and made trouble. From a rules-oriented person in elementary school, she 
became a ‘naughty’ and ‘trouble making’ girl. 
 
However, these negative behaviours in junior high school changed again in 
another new environment, when she attended one of most popular public 
senior high schools in Banda Aceh. During this time, she returned to live with 
her parents. Lana admitted that due to her behaviour in junior high school 
and her personality, her family often called her stubborn as she was 
reluctant to accept other people’s opinions. However, Lana has been very 
close to her mother. She confides in her mother on all issues and 
acknowledges her as the most important person in her life.  
 
Currently, Lana lives with her mother and younger sisters in Banda Aceh, as 
her father has been assigned to work in Lhokseumawe, North Aceh. Lana’s 
parents come from different cultural backgrounds. Her father is Javanese, 
and her mother, a teacher at a high school in Aceh Besar, is Acehnese. Lana 
writes that her family lives more or less in accordance with Javanese culture 
rather than Acehnese culture although they live in Aceh. This may be a 
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reason why she is not able to communicate in Acehnese although she can 
understand when people communicate in the Acehnese language. She uses 
Indonesian for her daily communication both inside and outside the home.   
 
Lana says that she has been passionate about learning a language since she 
was in elementary school; a passion that came about from listening to her 
friends. Her mother supported this passion by enrolling her in an English 
course in Banda Aceh. She wrote that she experienced two different kinds of 
English learning environment when she was in elementary school, studying in 
class with other students and learning at home with a private teacher: 
 
I took an English course for eight months in one place, but it was not a 
success…Finally, after 8 months of studying there, I left and my 
mother, then, found a private teacher. I studied alone at home. I felt 
comfortable studying alone at home like that (Int2: L.e26). 
 
In junior high school, Lana did not take a language course. However, during 
those years, she was exposed intensively to both English and Arabic since she 
studied at an Islamic boarding school that required its students to speak 
English and Arabic everyday both inside and outside the class. She enrolled in 
another English course in Banda Aceh when she was in senior high school. 
However, like her experience in elementary school, she did not complete the 
course as she dislikes studying in an environment with many people around. 
As she says:  
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I really like the quietness because when I am alone I am able to think 
clearly (Wn: L.e6).  
 
Lana studied not only English but also other languages, such as Japanese and 
German. She states:  
 
I myself do not know where it came from; since elementary school, I 
only wanted to study language, not only English, I would study any 
language. Every year, I always start a new language (Int1: L.e36).  
 
In her family, Lana is not the only person who can communicate in English. 
Her father, brother and sisters can also understand English. This situation 
seems to have supported her passion for learning languages. At the present 
time, Lana is studying English along with Japanese and German. She is taking 
Japanese and German courses outside the university. 
 
5.2.3. Rianti 
 
Rianti comes from a village in South Aceh. She has lived in Banda Aceh with 
her brother since starting university in 2011. She comes from a big family and 
her brothers are paying all her living costs and tuition fees in Banda Aceh. For 
Rianti, living away from her parents is almost the norm for her. When she 
was in elementary school, she lived with her grandparents for about three 
years. When attending senior high school, she lived in a dormitory.  
 
Rianti observes that her family life is much the same as other ordinary 
families in her village. To support the family, her parents do a variety of jobs. 
 131 
 
Her parents continue to farm and garden. A couple of years ago, they also 
opened a small shop in front of the house. All of these work efforts help to 
support the family and pay school tuition fees for their children. In Rianti’s 
family, education is important. Although her parents do not have a high level 
of education, they support Rianti and her siblings in pursuing in higher 
education.  
 
When asked to describe herself, Rianti said that her view of her personality 
can be very different from people around her. She thinks that people 
perceive her as different because of her behaviour. She expresses this feeling 
as follows: 
 
Many people say that I am a little strong because from my outward 
behaviour, many of them think that I am somewhat tomboyish, but as 
I understand myself, I tend to be soft (Wn: R.e2).  
 
She wrote that the characteristics that she sees as part of her personality are 
sensitivity and needing appreciation.  
 
I am the kind of person who wants to be appreciated, whatever my 
strengths and weaknesses are. Another side of me is that I am 
sensitive to the problems faced by people around me which make me 
curious. I don’t mean that I like to interfere with others but instead I 
have an urge to reduce their problems in some way or to give them a 
solution that I have. At least, this will open their minds in solving the 
problem by sharing with each other (Wn: R.e1). 
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Rianti believes that what people sometimes see from the outside does not 
really describe her true personality. However, she agrees with others’ 
judgment that she has a high level of self-confidence. She said this trait 
encouraged her to participate in various events in elementary school such as 
giving speeches, tilawah (Quran interpretation), and nasyid (singing Islamic 
songs in a group). This was also the case when she was in high school, but 
with different types of events, such as speeches in English, English drama 
performances, debates, and sports. She said that she often won 
competitions, including English speech competitions at her school. When she 
performed, she always succeeded in getting the audience’s attention as she 
was confident enough to improvise on stage. 
 
However, Rianti said that there was a time she lost this self-confidence when 
her mother became sick as Rianti was finishing her second year of senior high 
school. As a result, in her first semester of university, she became quiet, less 
self-confident and had difficulty communicating with others; she attributes 
this change in behaviour to the effect her mother’s health problems had on 
her when completing high school. Nevertheless, over the time her mother 
has been in recovery, Rianti has attempted to regain her self-confidence. This 
appears to be working. She says: 
 
Since have been at university, for now, step by step, I have been able 
to establish good communication, so I have had no difficulty studying 
in a group. And I can also be classified as an active student. It was all 
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counter to my quiet nature, which emerged in the middle of my 
journey without my knowing where it comes from (Wn: R.e10). 
  
This confidence personality trait can be seen in the classroom today. Rianti is 
never afraid to contribute actively to class discussion or activities. She also 
interacts easily with her friends at university and when working in a group. 
As the teacher of the English language speaking class confirmed, Rianti does 
not hesitate to ask questions in and out of the classroom, and she always 
does her best when participating in class discussions, even though her 
spoken English or her responses may not be correct.  
 
For Rianti, her years in junior high school opened her eyes to the fact that 
she has the ability to understand and speak English and this realization 
increased her motivation to continue studying through senior high school at 
a boarding school. At that time, her English teacher at junior high school 
often praised her and encouraged her to improve her English. Although her 
high school years were said to be a turning point for her in terms of her 
interest in English, her first interest in the language came at home. Rianti 
remembers that her first impression of English came when she was in 
elementary school. She reflects: 
 
I liked English since I was in elementary school. At that time, my sister 
often brought home English books. I often read them. Then, in junior 
high school, I met an English teacher who I really liked…He praised my 
ability by saying that I was his favorite student. So, it made me 
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motivated. Then, I went to a senior high school, which required 
students to speak English and Arabic (Int1: R.e28). 
 
Rianti also added that the main reason she wanted to go to senior high 
school at a boarding school was due to her desire to improve her English in a 
supportive environment, where it would be possible for her to practice her 
English in daily communication. During her years living at the school 
dormitory, she felt that her English improved and her friends and teachers at 
school acknowledged her efforts, which then increased her motivation to 
continue her studies in English.   
 
5.2.4. Surya 
 
Surya describes himself as a person who does not care what people say 
about him, that he is not friendly, and has difficulty interacting with others, 
particularly with new people. It takes time for him to be close to someone. 
However, he has never thought that this is caused by his shy and quiet 
nature. He notes: 
I do not think that I am shy and quiet. I am just average. I am just not 
a friendly person. I am not easy to make friends with. Even with my 
classmates, I got to know all of them only in the second semester, 
then I became familiar with them…I only have a few friends because I 
am not that interested in making friends (Int1: S.e72). 
 
Surya is of the view that he needs to learn what a person is like first before 
getting close to them as a friend. This leads to him often being seen as 
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arrogant by most of his friends. He says that he does not know why people 
often say he is arrogant. He reflects: 
 
I am known as a person who is not brave enough to say hello first, 
thus, I was considered arrogant when I was in high school. I do not 
know why. I always walk along without paying attention to people on 
my left or right. Now, here, on campus, if I meet one of the seniors, I 
never smile, I just walk straight away (Int1: S.e118).  
 
Surya has also observed that his friends often say he is an easy-going person 
with high self-confidence. This was confirmed by Mrs. Ata, who said:  
 
Surya is very active and has really good motivation and self-
confidence (Int: LA.e64).  
 
All his peers said that Surya’s level of confidence is quite high. He is not 
afraid to express himself in class activities, whatever role that he needs to 
play, particularly in English classes. Some peers mention that Surya is always 
eager to talk and he is known for being an outspoken person in addition to 
his ‘arrogant’ side.  
 
In his family, Surya is the eldest of four children. He spent most of his 
childhood in Pidie before moving to a more heterogeneous community, 
Langsa, in East Aceh. He also lived with his grandmother in Medan, North 
Sumatra, for about two years. His father is Batak and comes from North 
Sumatra. Surya’s father has his own business as does his mother. Although 
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his father is not Acehnese, Surya says that his family values originate more 
from Acehnese culture than the Batak culture. Thus, Acehnese culture has 
been part of his life since he was born. He feels that his father’s behaviour 
and preferences reflect Acehnese culture. He comments:  
 
Although they come from different ethnic groups, I do not know why, 
my father prefers Acehnese food such as gule, asam keueung, and plié 
ue’. He prefers these kinds of food to Batak dishes (Int1:S.e18).  
 
At home, Surya uses a mix of languages. He speaks Acehnese with his mother 
but he speaks in Indonesian with his father.  
 
Surya’s experience of studying English started when he was in high school, 
where English was a compulsory subject. His experiences at high school 
encouraged him to actively learn English inside and outside of school. He 
reflects: 
I entered one of the more desirable junior high schools. Many people 
said that it was the best school there. When I was studying there, 
English was one of the subjects, and my classmates had already been 
studying English since they were in elementary school so I felt a little 
scared because of my poor ability in English…so, I took an English 
course (Int2:S.e26). 
 
Surya’s motivation to learn English then grew as all his future aspirations, 
such as studying at The Institute of Domestic Governance (IPDN), going 
abroad for study purposes, becoming a flight attendant, required him to be 
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able to communicate in English. Surya also mentions that his relatives’ 
experiences served as significant lessons for him and made him aware of the 
importance of English in his future life. He states: 
 
My relatives mostly cannot understand English, so they do not do 
office work. Although they are successful, they are not white-collar 
workers. They have their own business… They say that at least you 
have to be able to communicate in English with others, although you 
may not know a lot, at least, you can answer the questions in job 
interviews. So, whether you like it or not, you must be able to speak 
English (Int2:S.e26). 
 
Although none of his family members can understand English, his 
schoolmates and relatives have helped him stay motivated. When he was at 
university, he taught English privately to four elementary students to get 
more experience. 
 
5.2.5. Tina 
 
Tina was born and grew up in Jakarta, Indonesia’s capital. However, her 
parents come from Central Aceh. She has lived in Aceh, with her relatives 
and grandmother, for only one year since graduating from high school in 
2011. Her parents and siblings are still in Jakarta. Her father works in banking 
in Jakarta and her mother is an English teacher there. Spending her 
childhood and teenage years in a large city has made Tina quite open to 
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people around her. She does not hesitate to start a conversation with a new 
person. She comments:  
 
I have no problem interacting with people because I can easily to 
make friends with anyone as long as they are not annoying (Wn: 
T.e6).  
 
Tina’s perception of herself is confirmed by some of her peers who say that 
Tina does not have a problem making friends and getting along with others 
in conversation. Her friends see her as a friendly person. Tina’s accent, which 
is quite different from others and her very rapid speech, do not inhibit her 
communication with her peers, inside and outside of class. She said that she 
likes talking about any topics that arise in her interaction with peers or 
others.  
 
Tina notes that her friendly and cheery personality has been a part of her 
character since she was a child. She states:  
 
I have been cheerful since childhood. I like joking and I feel I am a fun 
person to hang around with (Wn: T.e4).  
 
However, Tina herself realizes that people can have different opinions about 
her, such as fault finding, fussy, or fun, enjoyable, and not annoying. She 
notes that, among other characteristics, finding fault is her most obvious 
characteristic. For her, being fussy is not a negative thing. This is clear from 
her words: 
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I love my pettiness and fussiness. At least, they are a sign that I am an 
active person (Wn: T.e5). 
 
The characteristic that Tina thinks she needs to work on is her emotional 
temperament. Although she said that she sometimes can hold back her 
emotions, the conditions that create her emotional states determine the way 
she handles them. Another aspect of her personality that she does not like is 
her unwillingness to find solutions to her problems. If she faces a problem in 
daily life, such as while studying, she gives up easily and complains to herself 
and others, rather than finding a solution. Her position in her family as the 
youngest child seems to have influenced this characteristic.  
 
Tina has a close relationship with her parents. From her statements, it seems 
that her parents play a dominant role in her decisions, from her future goals 
to the steps she should take to reach these goals. For instance, since she was 
a child, Tina always wanted to be a flight attendant, but her parents did not 
approve of this dream, particularly her mother. Her parents have always 
preferred that she become a teacher. Thus, she is now thinking of continuing 
her study after finishing her undergraduate degree and of realizing her 
parents’ dream for her to become a teacher.  
 
Tina adds that her decision to move to Aceh from Jakarta to continue her 
study was also based on her parents’ suggestion so she would have more 
knowledge of Islamic rules. A more religious environment than Jakarta 
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seemed to be a more important consideration for her parent in sending Tina 
to continue her study in Aceh.  
 
When asked about her experiences of learning English, Tina said that she has 
studied English since she was in elementary school where English language 
study formed part of the school curriculum. She only studied English in 
formal school education contexts. However, since she has been studying at 
the English Department in Aceh, and on her mother’s advice, she has been 
taking external English courses in addition to her formal classes to improve 
her English.  
 
5.3. Sociocultural values and personality: A connection 
 
In the previous section, the discussion identified that the case study 
participants differed in their personality, family background, education, and 
experiences in learning English. These differences in their profiles provide 
information from various perspective and situations. The participants’ 
narratives and first interview responses implied that the influence of social 
and educational environment, outside and inside the home, played a 
significant role in shaping their personality and forming their behaviours. The 
following discussion will explore the connection between social 
circumstances and personality through the contribution of family values to 
personality development and the effects of others in social circumstances on 
self-changes. 
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5.3.1. Social context of personality development 
 
Each phase of an individual’s life always involves exposure to broader social 
discourses and relations. This exposure allows an individual to become a 
mature human being. The exchange of words, responses and actions in social 
interaction can stimulate an individual’s consciousness which can then affect 
individual development, including personality development. Vygotsky 
(1997c) maintains that personality involves a conscious process which occurs 
only through social interaction and cultural organization. Consciousness 
leads people to gain knowledge through internalization processes. For 
Vygotsky, all processes involving higher mental functioning derive from social 
interactions as people learn and process the experiences of other’s actions.  
 
An individual’s consciousness of the rules in the social world is a sign of 
internalization processes occurring. Through interactions with others, an 
individual takes on, or internalizes the particular attitudes of a social group 
(Mead, 1962, p.138). In other words, mental processes are constructed or 
built as a result of exposure to the values in social community or in 
Vygotsky’s term, as a result of exposure to “mature cultural forms of 
behaviour” (Wertsch, 1985, p.63). Adults provide a model through their 
actions and particular activities that directly or indirectly expose their values 
and norms to others. Children learn from adults’ activities as a guide for their 
own future actions.  
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Family, as the first environment in which individuals interact, plays an 
important role in shaping behaviour. The values of the family are mostly 
unwritten but they are implied in some instances of attitudes and habits in 
the family that are displayed by each member. From the data gathered 
through the written narratives and the interviews with case study 
participants, it was apparent that daily habits and activities within the family 
become the unspoken rules that shape behaviour. Rianti, for example, stated 
that there are no specific rules governing what each member of her family 
should or should not do. However, each child learned the right values by 
themselves based on customary behaviour within the family, such as not 
going out at night. For instance, Rianti states:  
 
We are not constrained. We do not have specific rules in the family, 
none, but it seems we just know which things are not permitted, and 
our parents trust us. For instance,…in term of going out at night, my 
mother never said that we may not go out at night, but we just knew 
that going out at night is not allowed, so we don’t do it (Int1:R.e6).  
 
Parents, who have authority to determine the basic rules within the family, 
disseminate their values at home through daily interactions. These values 
can take the form of family rules or through modeling or habitual actions. In 
Rianti’s case, her parents were seldom explicit about what their children 
were supposed to do, but they often stated it implicitly through body 
language and modeling actions. Rianti adds:   
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We do not have explicit values in the family. Everything seems to be 
implied. Mother often used her eyes. If it was not allowed, that meant 
it was forbidden. They will advise not to do that (Int1: R.e24).  
 
Rianti’s parents may often express their family values with words. These 
values may not be contained in specific rules, but the advice that Rianti got 
from her parents contained the values of her family that were instilled in her 
memory. For instance, Rianti acknowledges her mother as the person who 
built her high levels of self-confidence through the family values that she was 
taught when she was a child. She says: 
 
Since I was in elementary school, I was taught not to be afraid to 
stand up in front of people as long as it was not for an offense. My 
mother always said not to be shy to perform and express opinions, as 
long as it is for good, but if you steal, then you should be ashamed 
(Wn: R.e4). 
 
This advice became a guide for Rianti in responding to situations she faced 
and has encouraged her to express herself in front of other people. One of 
her peers said that Rianti often quotes her mother’s words as the rationale 
for taking actions in various situations. 
  
The values from home can be strongly implanted in the individual as they are 
introduced from childhood, and people have been exposed to them regularly 
in daily life for years. Thus, the values or rules in a family may not only 
become part of a person but can also be a kind of law for family members. 
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This can be seen in Lana’s case. The rules in her family became a law for her. 
She gives an example of what was permitted in terms of going out at night: 
 
This is like a law for me. As a girl, I never went out at night and I do 
not know how it feels. So, if someone asks me to go out at night, 
whether mother is at home or not, I still say I cannot go out. And, for 
the boys… before 12 a.m., they have to be home before midnight 
(Int1: L.e28). 
 
In Lana’s family, the rules for boys and girls are different, not only in relation 
to the time they must be home but also in relation to the girls leaving Aceh 
to continue their studies. In Surya’s family, there is also a rule about going 
out at night. However, his family does not have different rules for the boys 
and girls. He just notes:  
 
The rule in my family is, if I go out at night, at 10 pm I must be at 
home except on Saturday night when I can stay out till 11 pm. If we 
get home later than that time, we have to sleep outside (Wn: S.e12).  
 
Because of his position in the family as the oldest and the only son, the rules 
seem to be directed specifically at him, since his three sisters are still very 
young and it is not common for Acehnese girls to go out at night, particularly 
while they are still in high school. 
 
The above data suggests that the rules and values in a family interact in 
shaping students’ behaviour and identities. These aspects however cannot 
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be separated from the social norms of the institutions to which the students 
belonged. In a collective community as in Aceh, these interrelated rules and 
values could be viewed briefly as ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ values based on 
the acceptable judgment of the social community. The rules for going out at 
night, for instance, as related by Lana, Rianti and Surya, reveal the influence 
of social institution on family’s rules. In Aceh, it is not common for girls to go 
out at night without being accompanied by family members. Even for boys, 
there is a common time limit on night-time activities to avoid creating an 
impression of negative character. Nevertheless, the application of these rules 
and their flexibility to family members depend on parents’ policy, including 
the age levels of family members allowed for going out at night. This 
example shows how rules affect the individual’s decisions and reveal the way 
values are transferred and influence on actions. 
 
Parents transmit values based on their past cultural experiences and the 
present situation. Cole (1996) states that the cultural experiences of adults 
influence their conception of the world and affect the way they participate in 
cultural activities and in social interaction. These interactions, then, influence 
each member of the family and become part of the individual since they can 
be a medium for the individual’s development (Hurrelmann, 1985). The 
values of the family and the strong connections between family members act 
as a border within which members act in certain way based on what is 
permitted and not permitted within the family circle. This, in turn, influences 
an individual’s responses to the phenomena they experience in daily life, 
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which then becomes part of their character in interactions with others. Mead 
(1962) refers to this process as the way personality arises. He states that “a 
person is a personality because he belongs to a community, because he takes 
over the institution of that community into his own conduct” (Mead, 1962, 
p.162). Mead explains that children adopt others’ attitudes in doing similar 
particular things and these attitudes become part of their persona, melding 
harmoniously with those of their social community. This may accord with 
what Vygotsky calls “emotional experiences” which are developed through 
others as part of awareness, interpretation, and emotional connections to 
particular situations (Vygotsky, 1994, p. 341). 
 
People and the surrounding conditions can become a model in the 
construction of internal functions through the process of internalization. 
During the childhood years, the context of ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ derives 
from parents’ words and actions (Valsiner, 1998); later, these contexts may 
develop, change or remain the same depending on the values of the living 
environment at that time since a person’s social interactions will continue to 
develop. However, it is believed that the “basic normative and ethical 
orientations” of the family will remain part of the emotional reactions of and 
reference points for each member of the family (Hurrelmann, 1998, p.91). 
 
In a family, parents and other people in the community exert an influence on 
others in various ways. Actions or words that are most impressive in the 
mind of the child will be adopted and become part of the child’s, and later 
adult’s character that may be expressed in manners and behaviours. Surya 
 147 
 
finds that he shares some similarities with his father in terms of his own 
manners and behaviours, which he thinks may be the reason his friends think 
he is arrogant. He states: 
 
I inherited some of this behavior from my father. If father walks, his 
chin is slightly raised. People say that walking with your chin up is a 
characteristic of an arrogant person. I wear a watch on my right hand. 
My father also wears his watch on his right hand… People say that if 
you wear watch on the right hand, it means that you are arrogant. 
And from what I see, people who wear their watch on their right hand 
are mostly arrogant. If they walk, they do not pay attention to people 
they pass. They look straight ahead. However, what I feel is not like 
that. I am not arrogant (Int1: S.e118-122). 
 
Surya’s statement suggests that his father was the model for some of his 
behaviour. Boys often view their father or another important male figure 
close to them as idols. This may also happen when girls see their mother as a 
model. Children may imitate their father’s or mother’s actions and adopt 
their manner. Values taught or that run in the family may also be adopted 
and gradually shape personality. Children relate all information received 
through the emotions and actions of their caregivers and the way they 
handle the situations (Rogoff, Mosier, Mistry, & Goncu, 1993). For this 
reason, role models can be anyone around, depending on whom the child 
interacts with frequently. Parents may still be the most important role 
models for many children; however, other individuals other than members of 
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the child’s immediate family may also be emulated. Dedi, for example, 
acknowledged that his uncle was the most important person in his life 
because he lived with his aunt and uncle from the age of two to seven. He 
feels that he learned a lot from his uncle about life, such as education, 
attitudes and other things. He expanded on this in his first interview, saying:  
 
Although my parents were my main role models, my uncle was the 
most important person in my life. Uncle taught me many things and 
guided me in my attitude, education, and so forth (Wn: D.e16). 
 
Although Dedi cannot remember his toddler years living with his aunt and 
uncle, his regular contact with them during his childhood led him to notice 
their role in shaping his attitudes and enriching his insights about life. This 
can be seen from his explanation of the situation: 
 
My aunt’s house happened to be across from my house... Because my 
mother spent a lot of time working and, sometimes worked overtime, 
I spent more time with my aunt and also my uncle, at that time. So, if 
we talk about my basic education, I learned more from my aunt and 
uncle than from my parents. At that time, my father was not working 
in Banda Aceh but in Sigli (Int1: D.e34). 
 
Rianti’s experience was different from Dedi’s. Living with her grandparents 
for two years provided different nuances in her life. Rianti moved back to her 
parents’ house after two years when her grandmother died. The time she 
spent with her grandparents cannot replace the role of her parents in her life 
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as, after that time, she no longer had intensive interaction with her 
grandparents. She did not continue to live with her grandfather since it is not 
common in her community for a young girl to live alone with a male relative, 
particularly, if her parents are still alive. Rianti’s reason for moving back to 
her parents’ house also shows how the family’s rules must accommodate the 
environment outside the home. In other words, although each family creates 
its own values, the values that dominate outside the home environment 
values impact on family values as well. 
 
From the participants’ cases above, it appears that a person chooses their 
own idols as models for their own conduct based on personal reasons. The 
person who spends more time sharing daily activities and ideas or gives 
advice is more likely to be a role model for others. Interaction with this idol 
provides the means for transferring values that can strongly affect one’s 
personality as these values are internalized as part of the self. Nevertheless, 
as the person grows up and has more interactions in various social 
communities, self-values may then be expressed as a reflection of the values 
that are inherent in their milieu or neighborhood where they interacted with 
others.   
 
Interaction in society can introduce the family members to the values 
outside the home, and, later, these social community values are brought by 
the family members into the house as part of the internalization and 
adoption process. Interactions outside the home provide valuable 
experiences for individuals, enabling them to build their identity through 
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exposure to multiple family and community values. As a result, these 
interacting values influence each individual’s development in many ways. 
The values that affect the individual more strongly will have a more 
substantial effect on their personality. In this light, a person brings their 
family values into their community where these values combine with 
community values through internalization processes shaping the person’s 
identity and personality.  
 
Mead (1962, p.158) states that man passes through phases of development 
through the “particular attitudes of other individuals” toward himself and 
toward one another in the specific social acts in which he participates with 
and through “social attitudes” of the generalized other or the social group as 
a whole to which he belongs. Mead’s assertion here may accord with Gee’s 
(1992, p.108) concept of primary and secondary discourse. In early 
childhood, an individual may still be influenced by particular discourses 
within the familial sociocultural context. This primary discourse is considered 
as “the first social identity” for an individual. The basic values in primary 
discourse later influence the discourses in other social contexts and 
institutions outside the home, which are termed as secondary discourses 
(Gee, 1992, p.108-109). The discourse affects the emotional experience of an 
individual, which contributes to each person’s different characteristics and 
behaviours in their ways of addressing any events (Vygotsky, 1994). Based on 
this understanding, people’s journeys through life are always part of a 
dynamic process as people change in accordance with changes in society. 
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From this perspective, self-development can also be said to be a dynamic 
process. 
 
5.3.2. Self-dynamics and the influence of social circumstances 
 
Individual characteristics and personality are always evolving. They develop 
in more complex ways with increasing activities and when interactions with 
people outside the family unit begin to intensify, providing more experiences 
and social information. In the earliest years of development, family values 
may still be the only or the greatest influence on individuals. However, this 
impact decreases once children reach school age and the social interactions 
they have in daily life broaden (Hurrelmann, 1988). As a result, childhood 
characteristics change over time through to adulthood. As Surya states in his 
written narrative:  
 
A long time ago, I was a shy and not confident person. But now, my 
shyness has decreased and I have become a very confident person 
(Wn: S.e4). 
 
The changes and development in personal characteristics are mostly driven 
by specific circumstances. For some people, such changes may be caused by 
happy or sad moments in their lives which may significantly shape 
experiences. For others, the values of their society may be the catalyst for 
change since living in different communities means living with different 
values. A new social community means new people with new perspectives 
and values. Thus, whether a person likes or dislikes their environment, some 
 152 
 
adjustments are needed to be in harmony with others. One example of this 
comes from Dedi. He said that his first language is Indonesian although other 
members in his family use Acehnese for communicating at home. Although 
Dedi can understand Acehnese, he has used Indonesian when 
communicating with the people around him since childhood. He said: 
 
All my family members talk in Acehnese, except me. This may be 
because I was born in a city area. When I was born, my family already 
lived in an Army base. Everyone spoke in Indonesian there. Even in my 
family, I am the only one who is different. Only I speak in Indonesian 
to my family, my father, mother, sister and brother. The others talk to 
each other more in Acehnese than in Indonesian (Int1: D.e24). 
 
Dedi believes his life at the army base when he was young was the main 
cause of this difference. In Aceh, like other provinces in Indonesia, living on 
an army base means living in a heterogeneous environment as members of 
the army may come from other provinces, each of which has its own 
language and cultural values. Thus, Indonesian is the language used for daily 
communication, and being exposed to various cultural values is common for 
members of this subculture. Dedi added that his Acehnese improved when 
he moved to Lueng Putu, a village area in Pidie, in another district in Aceh, to 
go to high school. He described his situation at this time as follows: 
 
I was a city kid (from Banda Aceh) who then continued my studies in 
Lueng Putu, now Pidie Jaya. At first, I had different habits and 
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language than other people. They preferred to speak in Acehnese, not 
Indonesia, which was the language that I mostly used. However, this 
difference and being around them now has made it easy for me to 
accept differences in all kind of things (Wn: D.e14).   
 
Dedi discovered that his experiences living in two very different 
environments when he was in elementary and high school provided him with 
a rich experience that made him more flexible in responding to differences 
around him. Living at a boarding school in a rural area actively involved him 
with the Acehnese language and culture in daily interactions. However, even 
now, he still prefers Indonesian as his main language of communication, 
particularly when with his family. 
 
Living in two different environments is also part of Surya’s story. However, 
Surya’s experience is different from Dedi’s. Surya went from being in a 
homogeneous environment, Sigli, to the more heterogeneous environment 
of Langsa when his parent decided to move there. For Surya, moving to a 
new environment meant he had to adjust to new values, culture and 
language. Langsa is more heterogeneous than Sigli, and most people in 
Langsa use Indonesian. This is different from Sigli where Acehnese is the 
dominant language in daily communication. In terms of cultural values, Sigli 
still maintains quite strong Acehnese culture. This is different from the 
environment in Langsa, in which Acehnese social values have combined with 
the cultures of other provinces as a result of its multi-ethnic population. 
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Surya said that during his childhood the use of the Acehnese language in 
daily communication outside the home exposed him to Acehnese more than 
Indonesian. After he moved to Langsa, East Aceh, the more heterogeneous 
place, Surya used Indonesian more than Acehnese; however, he is still highly 
competent in his use of the Acehnese language. He explains: 
 
I learned Acehnese first because my elementary school was in Sigli, 
where people mostly use Acehnese. But I feel a little bit strange that, 
although I lived in Sigli for a long time, until I finished elementary 
school, which means I was 12 years old, I do not know why I don’t 
seem to have an Acehnese accent … but if I speak Acehnese, my 
accent can be very Acehnese (Int1: S.e34-36). 
 
These examples of language use demonstrate how individuals shape 
themselves under certain circumstances. The above participants’ narrative 
and interviews indicate how social conditions can lead to a preference for 
one language over another. The use of particular languages is mostly due to 
the participants’ exposure to the cultural context of that language as 
meaning emerges in the scope of context. In the cases of the participants 
above, both Surya and Dedi are explicitly aware that a new cultural 
environment not only altered their choice of the language they used in daily 
communication but also required them to adjust their habits and behaviour. 
These adjustments may not have been difficult since their new locations 
were still in the same province, which meant basic normative values were 
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still similar, but the differences were still noticeable and the effects of these 
differences contributed to self-development in a new context.  
 
A more complex adjustment seems to have been experienced by Tina. 
Moving from Jakarta to Aceh required her to adjust to new rules and policies 
in order to avoid punishment. She also needed to adjust to the values of her 
new sociocultural environment. She noted that living in Aceh is more 
complicated than in Jakarta as more rules need to be followed. Aceh is the 
only place in Indonesia that uses Sharia law as a basis for its policies and 
regulations. As a result, its social rules are quite different from other 
provinces, including Jakarta. This perspective was illustrated by Tina in this 
way:  
 
In Jakarta, I did not wear a headscarf. Here, I wear a headscarf 
although it is okay if I do not wear it. My friends in Jakarta are more 
relaxed than here…, I have to wear a skirt if I go to campus...My 
friends here are more religious than in Jakarta. But that’s okay. The 
environment is different (Int1:T.e38). 
 
Rules and policy in society are often strongly enforced and are usually 
followed by rewards or punishment. In formal institutions, punishment and 
rewards are usually well understood by members of the community. For 
example, in school, punishment can be a low mark for students or 
disciplinary actions. The reward can be in terms of grade, awards or praise if 
students are successful in achieving certain goals. In the community, rewards 
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and punishment take the form of judgment from others which can have 
psychological effects on members of that community because ‘positive’ and 
‘negative’ labels are based on accepted and unaccepted values in society. 
Whether or not a person accepts these values will affect the judgment of 
others about what kind of person they are. 
   
However, these socioculturally related values may be experienced by 
different people in different ways. Dedi and Lana’s cases are good examples 
of this. After graduating from elementary school, both of them continued 
their study at a boarding school and noted the changes they experienced 
during their high school years that led to different directions. Dedi explained 
that his childhood negative behaviours and characteristics changed 
dramatically after he started boarding school. He said: 
 
When I was a kid, I was a naughty boy. I liked to fight against my 
parents, and was bad in the view of others. Now, I have changed a lot 
although not totally. Now, I have become a child who is loved and am 
the most loved son in my family. It all changed because after I finished 
elementary school, I directly continued to Islamic boarding school for 
6 years, from 2004-2010. After graduating from this boarding school, I 
felt a major change had happened to me, and the change was positive 
(Wn: D.e4). 
 
Dedi’s school environment seemed to make Dedi change his behaviour in 
positive ways. It seemed that various aspects of the school such as rules and 
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policies, teachers, staff, principal, and friends encouraged these changes. The 
rules and policies at school may restrict a person’s certain attitude, in 
particular, in a manner that is regulated by the school. However, support 
from the school’s teachers, staff, the principal and friends, may also 
influence a student’s level of commitment to conform to the values of the 
school, which reflects the community’s values. A failure to feel attached to 
the school community may lead to the adoption of different values and 
behaviours. This happened to Lana who also continued her study at a 
boarding school after graduating from elementary school. Lana notes that in 
her junior high school years, she began to behave, in her eyes, negatively.  
From a rules oriented person, she became unruly and something of a 
troublemaker. From her written narrative: 
 
But when I was in junior high school and often hung around with 
friends, I started looking for fun a lot, I cut school several times, made 
problems, and so forth. I felt I was free. But when I studied at a public 
high school (not boarding school), I realized that I had made mistakes 
by behaving badly. Then, I started to change… (Wn: L.e5). 
 
Lana’s feeling of freedom when she was far away from her family allowed 
her to do whatever she liked in order to fulfill the desires in her teenage 
years. In this light, she seems to have met some friends who shared the same 
ideas. For Lana, being away from home seems to have made her feel free 
from the rules that tied her, which she noted were quite strict. In addition, 
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her level of attachment to the school’s values seems to have been quite low 
so her behaviour tended to break the accepted rules.  
 
Dedi and Lana’s cases show how individuals may respond differently to quite 
similar environments. This means that each individual may view and 
experience sociocultural events in different ways, resulting in the emergence 
of different attitudes. This outcome occurs as personal characteristics and 
environmental characteristics combine to produce an interpretation, 
awareness, and emotions relating to an event (Vygotsky, 1994). Since each 
person has their own characteristics following their own past stories and 
values, the outside influences which intersect during their life journey will be 
responded to with different reactions and interpretations. In the case of Lana 
and Dedi, their family background and environment were very different so 
their perspectives and points of view are unlikely be the same. Interestingly, 
Lana’s behaviour changes followed changes to her environment. She became 
an obedient child again when she left boarding school and returned to live 
with her family during her senior public high school years. 
 
The changes that occurred in Dedi and Lana’s life during their high school 
years also reflect a common experience during the adolescent phase of life, 
which is a period of physical, intellectual, social-emotional, and intuitive 
nature transition. During adolescence, young people attempt to develop a 
personal value structure and their own moral system. They are quite critical 
of the phenomena in front of them and try to find their true self. During this 
period of self-inquiry, they experience positive and negative moments. These 
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moments may occur outside the home, such as at school or in the 
community or at home. Wherever they occur, the effects may surprise the 
person who experiences them. Rianti’s story is another good example. When 
she was in senior high school, Rianti noticed that her mother’s health 
problems shocked her deeply and affected her personality. She wrote that 
her self-confidence changed dramatically when her mother suddenly became 
ill when Rianti was about to finish her second year of senior high school. 
 
After hearing my mother was sick, I became apathetic, I had no 
motivation to study. I was always thinking about my mother with her 
health problems. I never thought something like this would happen to 
my family. Maybe because of that, when I went to university, I was a 
little quiet, less confident and had difficulty communicating. In my 
first semester of university, I had almost no friends to talk to, just like 
in high school (Wn: R.e7-8). 
 
Now, Rianti has started to build her self-confidence again and it seems she 
has been successful in doing so. She rarely has any issues communicating 
with others and is not afraid to express her opinions about the teaching-
learning process in the classroom. She says:  
 
Now in the second semester, I am trying to be myself again like before 
my behaviour changed, especially, now that, my mother is becoming 
well (Wn: R.e9).  
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The above discussions reveal that each individual changes as part of a 
dynamic process related to their surrounding circumstances, people, and 
their place, culture, and language. Bakhtin (1994) explains this phenomenon 
by connecting the organism and the outside world through semiotic 
expression or signs. These signs can only be learned during the interaction 
process with others in a social milieu associated with particular social 
structures and the condition of the persons involved in the communicative 
event. Through involvement in social dialogue, the self transforms into a new 
form following the meaning of the interaction. Thus, during this 
communication, self-formation occurs. As a result, different personalities 
may emerge following the responses to the social environment in which a 
person engages in (Mead, 1962, p.143). 
 
Interaction and sharing values with new people lead to the development of 
higher psychological functioning. Through interactions with others, an 
individual is exposed to a thinking process that constructs consciousness. 
This may be understood in relation to what Wertsch (1991, p.13) describes as 
individual “dialogicality of voices” which is considered as a character of 
“human communicative and psychological processes”. Wertsch’s argument 
comes from Bakhtin’s notion of voice, which reflects personality and 
consciousness. Through speaking, a speaker is actually representing their 
higher mental functions as well as their mental actions. Gee (1992, p.107) 
states that discourse comprises the integration of words, acts, values, beliefs, 
social identities as well as non-verbal communication such as gestures, eye 
 161 
 
contact, and posture; all of these aspects within discourse also reveal a 
status of belonging to one particular social group. This means that during 
interactions, there is an exchange of particular values that connect an 
individual’s meaning and sense with those of others. These meanings 
become internalized within a person’s psychological function (Vygotsky, 
1978), which then influences their responses and actions. In other words, 
interaction in a communicative context using language is crucial to forming 
personality; thus, learning a new language can be seen as a medium for self-
development.  
 
5.4. Conclusions 
 
The first part of this chapter presented data that revealed the personality of 
each participant and portrayed their characteristics, social background and 
education. It is interesting to note that each participant spent their formative 
years in multiple types of environment. For most participants, these moves 
were for the purpose of furthering their education. These experiences have 
contributed richly to their self-development. 
 
Whatever their experiences, all the participants agreed that their family’s 
values represented a positive force in their life. They believe that these 
values are embedded in their mind and serve as warnings and guides for 
their behaviour, actions, and responses to sociocultural events. As a result, 
these values have become part of their identity and are reflected in their 
personality. This seems to be implied in their words. These family values and 
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rules are delivered verbally through spoken words or advice and non-verbally 
through role modeling or daily habits.  
 
The participants’ life journeys also reveal the changes that occurred during 
their elementary and high school years. The changes are identified in their 
language use and behaviour in relation to engagement with and adjustments 
to new social communities. These changes show the dynamic self is part of 
human life following the dynamic of the social environment. 
 
The data presented in this chapter highlights the factors that have shaped 
the study participants’ personalities within specific sociocultural 
backgrounds. These data will be valuable in understanding classroom 
phenomena. The activity systems of participants in the classroom will be 
discussed in the next chapter as part of a microgenetic analysis.  
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CHAPTER 6 
LEARNING IN AN ACTIVITY SYSTEM 
 
6.1. Introduction 
 
In Chapter Five, data relating to the sociocultural background and personal 
characteristics of participants as well as their language learning experiences 
and motives were discussed. These data have provided a portrait of the case 
study participants before they came to the class. In this chapter, the activity 
systems of participants in the classroom are explored. The classroom is 
crucial for students in gaining the best possible experience to support their 
foreign language development. In class, students are not only exposed to 
teaching material but are also required to deal and communicate with other 
people, such as peers and teachers, as well as performing classroom tasks 
and activities. In this context, each individual will have their own responses 
and actions and these depend on their motives, goals, and previous 
experiences as well as on personality traits. Each aspect of the classroom is 
interrelated and contributes in different ways to each student’s development 
and achievement. Based on this understanding, it is important to see this 
interrelationship in order to understand the way students’ interact and 
participate in the learning process.  
 
As this study aims to explore the students’ actions in relation to their 
personality context, discussion of the students’ activity systems in class, 
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provides a comprehensive picture of the classroom context in which the 
students are involved in the teaching-learning process. The discussion 
constructs links between the organization of learning environments and how 
this shapes students’ participation. This chapter will address the second 
research question of this thesis that concerns the influence of the individual 
student’s personality on their responsive actions in the EFL classroom. The 
question raised in this chapter is how do the elements of the activity systems 
in this English-speaking classroom work with the unique and diverse 
personality of each student? 
  
Engeström’s (1999) activity model is used as a framework to explain the 
interrelationship of classroom elements in this research. As discussed in 
Chapter Three, Engeström (2001) developed his activity model by including 
various interrelationships of social network activity systems. He categorizes 
elements of the activity systems such as subject, object, mediation tools, 
rules, community and division of labour. These elements are used for this 
research to conceptualize the language-learning environment in the 
classroom through understanding the context of each element. Through 
applying this model, the classroom management and organization could be 
captured, and the meaning of each students’ actions in the classroom 
context could be analyzed and understood based on its connections with all 
classroom activities and social relations. Later, it could be seen how these 
classroom systems affect and are affected by the students’ personalities. For 
this reason, this chapter is divided into two major sections. The first section 
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discusses activity systems in the classroom context and the next section 
explores the way these activity systems may accommodate the students’ 
personality. 
 
6.2. Activity system in the classroom context 
 
The nature of each component of Engeström’s activity systems, which consist 
of subject, object, mediation, rules, community, and division of labour, is 
presented in this section in order to illustrate how the classroom context 
works to enhance students’ language learning development.  
  
6.2.1. Subject:  Language learners’ agency 
 
As discussed in Chapter Five, the participants in this research have different 
social and family backgrounds and different personal characteristics, goals, 
and motives. Although their future life goals are different, they all share a 
similar motive, namely to develop their English communicative skills. This has 
made them realize that there are requirements for the class that they have 
to fulfil and that need particular effort. Since their class focuses on speaking, 
their willingness to communicate actively in English is the major demand. 
The participants were aware of this condition. Surya said:  
 
Actually, I am not brave enough to talk in front of people, but it is 
required to get a mark, so whether I like or not, I have to (Int2: S.e56).  
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Surya’s statement implies that he understands that he is the one who is 
responsible for his learning, which requires active involvement in 
collaborative and communicative activities in order to reach the final goal of 
learning in the English language speaking proficiency class. All of the 
participants seem to realize that they need to take the initiative for their own 
learning in order to improve. This realization could be seen in Dedi’s 
statement:  
 
Study must be active right? …without being active, how can we 
improve? (Int2: D.e136-138). 
 
All the participants realize that they are taking a language class that requires 
them to communicate with others. Thus, practice is a very important aspect 
of learning. As Rianti noted:  
 
If we do not practice, it is difficult to do. Practice is the key to learning 
a language (Int2: R.e66).  
 
All the participants agree that self-confidence is needed to improve their 
English speaking skills as this will allow them to use the language without 
hesitation in real interaction. Rianti, Dedi, and Surya believe that their 
confidence helps them in learning the new language. This condition is 
different from Lana and Tina who note that their problem with confidence 
has placed them in an uncomfortable situation when the task at hand 
requires them to participate actively in whole class discussion.  Lana states:  
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I don’t know what I have to say…I want to be more active but I don’t 
have self-confidence (Int2: L. e54).  
 
Lana’s regretful tone suggests that she is aware of her weakness in being an 
agentive learner. She seems to have difficulty in dealing with this aspect of 
the language learning process.  
 
Among the participants, Dedi may be the only one who has moved to a 
higher agency level. He provides ideas and takes actions by considering his 
friends’ possible responses. This can be seen in his statements: 
 
I do not only think of myself in learning. I am learning with friends in 
class. I think about them too (Int2: D.e130).  
 
This social conception of community members has caused him to make an 
effort to contribute various ideas to the class as part of his learning with 
others. He adds:  
 
If I speak like this this week, I have to be different the next week and 
make my friend get insights…So I try to create or provide unusual 
ideas to my teachers and classmates (Int2: D.e132). 
 
Dedi’s comment shows that he realizes his position within the classroom 
community and all the activities in the classroom prompt his and other 
students’ active involvement. He does not only think about his own learning 
and improvement but also that of others. Dedi’s realization that he is part of 
a community is more acute than that of the others however. He sees his role 
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both as a responsible individual learner and also as a member of the 
classroom community. He has shifted his “locus agency” from individual 
needs to the benefits of his learning community (Engeström, 2009, p.317). 
 
From the participants’ statements, it appears that the classroom context 
raises awareness of the students’ agentive position in language learning. This 
awareness derives from a personal interpretation of current events in the 
classroom, previous experiences, students’ background, and self-
understanding of personal learning behaviour. As Kramsch (2009, p.18) 
notes, subjectivity involves “conscious or unconscious sense of self as 
mediated through symbolic forms”. This sense comes from self-reflection 
and learning from others during their life journey. Each activity provides a 
space for a reflective process that gives feedback on an individual’s role and 
informs a unique self among others in dynamic activities (Lemke, 2000). This 
self-understanding later encourages a person to take responsibility as an 
agentive subject by interpreting signs in society, delivering personal 
perspectives, and making decisions based on ethical and principled values 
held in their society (Bakhtin, 1981). 
 
In the language classroom, awareness of their roles as agentive learners is 
necessary for students’ responsive actions and participations; the students 
are aware how to respond appropriately in classroom interactions in order to 
achieve personal goals of studying in the classroom.  
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 6.2.2. Object: The learners’ goal drives 
 
The object is considered to be something that makes a subject take action 
and is closely related to personal needs, which create motive (Leontiev, 
1978). In other words, the object is perceived by the subject based on his or 
her reality, which fulfils certain human needs (Engeström, 2008). Thus, each 
action is usually oriented toward a particular object. The object of the 
participants’ activity in this observed class is to develop English 
communicative skills. Since speaking class is a required subject, the main goal 
of students in the classroom is to fulfil this requirement. Nevertheless, all the 
participants in this study have their own personal motives and goals, which 
are related to their future orientation. Lana, for instance, said: 
 
One of the reasons that I am studying English is because it is an 
international language. Now, in this globalized era, competency in 
English and computers is necessary. Because I am weak in computer 
skills, I just focus on English (Int1: L.e46).  
 
Lana also adds that going abroad is probably one of her future goals. This 
was also a consideration for Surya who has many aspirations for his future. 
Besides going abroad for study purposes, Surya also has a desire to be a flight 
attendant and study at The Institute of Domestic Governance (IPDN). All of 
these career paths require him to understand English and to be able to 
communicate in the language. Surya is aware of this. He said:  
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If you look at the information about the scholarships, all of them use 
English, there are no more in Indonesian. Also, if you take a test for a 
job, there must be interviews in English. If you cannot use it, you will 
get a lower ranking… Many of the things I am interested in require an 
understanding of English. Thus, whether I like it or not, I must be more 
competent in English (Int1: S.e110). 
 
Rianti also confirms that competency in English is very important to reach 
her goal to go abroad:  
 
Really, I do not want to be a teacher. Studying in this English 
Department may be only a road or a tool to reach my further goals 
(Int1: R.e38).  
 
Tina’s goal to be an English teacher also requires her to master English skills 
since competency in the language is crucial to implement a meaningful 
teaching-learning process in classroom, and she is aware of that.  
 
In brief, career and life aspirations motivate the study participants to learn 
English. They have a motive for coming to the class in order to gain 
competency in English and achieve their future goals. Therefore, the major 
expected outcome for all participants is English language proficiency. 
Objectives and outcomes guide students to perform actions. In Leontiev’s 
words, there is “a conscious purpose” behind an action and this purpose 
directs a particular action (Leontiev, 1978, p.63). This indicates the 
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productive nature of the object in activity systems, as it drives an individual 
or a subject of activity to perform actions.   
 
6.2.3. Mediation: Learner’s developmental sources and assistance 
 
Mediational means are related to tools and signs used by a sociocultural 
group or a person to reach certain goals and achieve particular outcomes. 
These tools and signs have an essential function in bridging the subject and 
the object of an activity system since they affect the way an activity is 
conducted. Vygotsky argues that mediational means are believed to awaken 
human consciousness since they provide signs that allow people to connect 
to the social and psychological world (Wertsch, 2007; Lantolf & Pohner, 
2008). Such tools and signs allow a thinking process to occur as they enable 
people to take particular actions for reaching particular goals and producing 
certain outcomes (Cole, 1996). In the classroom, the materials and resources 
used in the teaching-learning process are forms of mediation since they 
connect people and objects in activity. In this research, teaching material and 
learning resources, L2 (target language) and L1 (first language) are 
considered to be important tools that assist students to develop their English 
speaking skills in the classroom communication activities. 
 
Mrs. Ata, the teacher in the speaking class, always distributed handouts or 
supplementary materials, which assisted the students to engage in particular 
activities and provide responses. These handouts, which can be texts, 
pictures, or a combination of these, become mediation tools between the 
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students and the teacher and between the students and the language. In 
addition to handouts, Mrs. Ata also used the blackboard as a mediation tool. 
She used the blackboard when she needed to provide the students with 
additional information related to the topic of that day or when there were 
new items that appeared to be related to student mistakes or problems in 
using words or producing utterances. However, she did not use it in every 
class. She generally used oral communication by maximizing gestures and 
body movement to explain or clarify items. Vygotsky (1978, p.56) notes that 
gestures are signs which relate to the meaning and function of a particular 
objective situation. The gestures and movements of the teacher when 
communicating and explaining the topic show the operation of signs in 
learning activities that are used to indicate information and guide students in 
understanding what she says. 
 
Mrs. Ata emphasized collaborative work for her teaching strategy. She used 
various techniques in the teaching-learning process, including lectures, group 
work, working in pairs, providing examples, and scaffolding. Mrs. Ata stated 
that she chose topics based on the syllabus suggested by the English 
Department of Ar-Raniry. However, as the syllabus only provided general 
guidance, Mrs. Ata selected the material and activity based on her own ideas 
and perceptions of students’ needs. Table 6.1. illustrates the activities that 
took place in the observed class over five sessions.  
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Week Topic Activity Material and  resources 
 
1 School Daze Group work on problem 
solving. 
Handouts, teacher, group 
mates, classmates. 
 
2 Role Play (each group has a 
different topic, such as 
movie theatre, crowded 
bus, Saturday night) 
 
Group work on role-
play.  
Handouts, teacher, group 
mates, classmates. 
3 Home town and Busy day Work in pairs on 
conversation practice. 
Handouts, blackboard, 
teacher, partner, 
classmates. 
 
4 Minimal pairs and Simple 
past tense, regular verbs, 
tips to improve speaking 
skills. 
Pronunciation journey and 
rush hour. 
 
Lecturing on 
pronunciation. 
 
Individual work 
(Pronunciation and 
describing picture). 
Handouts, blackboard, 
teacher, group mates, 
classmates. 
5 Sophie’s dilemma 
Gossip game 
Group work.   
Individual work.   
Handouts, blackboard, 
wall, teacher, group 
mates, classmates. 
 
Table 6.1. The classroom activities that took place in the observed class over five 
sessions. 
 
Over five observed sessions, Mrs. Ata was seen to apply problem solving, 
role-play, conversation practice, describing pictures, and group discussions. 
The activities will be explained in greater detail in section 7.2.1 of Chapter 
Seven. 
 
Collaborative work, which is emphasized in this class, has made peers an 
important resource for the teaching-learning process. Peers’ characteristics 
and support contribute to a positive outcome since they influence the 
meaning of conversation that takes place during class activities and may also 
help if students have problems during the learning process, particularly when 
they are working in groups or pairs. Tina comments: 
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My friends and the teacher help me to study. I mean, I can learn new 
vocabulary from them, for example. If they speak in English and I do 
not understand, they tell me the words (Int2: T.e68-70). 
 
Although not all peers may have the competency to help, at least, they can 
share thoughts and ideas. The participants seem to know whom they can ask 
when they have problems in learning. As Surya states: 
 
The class supports me to study, particularly as I have a classmate like 
Dedi. I can talk to him in English. … He is a nice and easy going person. 
Communicating with him is fun. He can help me speak English when I 
have a problem with how to express something. If there is something 
that I do not know, I always ask him. He always helps me and answers 
my questions directly (Int2: S.e72-74). 
 
Dedi is considered the most competent student in this speaking class. His 
knowledge of English vocabulary and his fluency has made him the preferred 
information resource for his classmates. In Vygotsky’s terms (1978), Dedi is 
considered a more capable peer who supports his friends in solving 
problems. 
 
Each member of the class can be an important interlocutor as long as they 
have a willingness to respond and to share their ideas, particularly in English 
speaking as in this classroom. Peers are considered the first persons to ask 
since students always interact with their classmates in discussion of the 
lesson or about other topics. Talking with a person that has similar learning 
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goals, is of similar age and has a similar status in class, seems to make 
learners feel more comfortable communicating and allows them to be “more 
free to examine the logic of argument” (Rogoff, 1993, p.130). 
 
All communicative activities in the classroom were conducted in English for 
both instruction and content, including communication between teacher and 
students, presenting the answers, role-play, and other classroom discussions. 
The use of English in classroom discussion was aimed at achieving the goals 
of this class, to develop their English speaking skills. Indonesian was only 
used by the teacher when she wanted to clarify the meaning of words or to 
avoid misunderstanding. The communication among the students sometimes 
happened in their first language, particularly in group work or in casual 
conversation when the teacher was not with them.  
 
The use of native language in foreign language learning is difficult to avoid in 
the classroom where the students and the teacher share the same language 
in daily life, in this case, Indonesian. This situation is common in foreign 
language classrooms and is viewed as promoting the students’ participations 
which result in foreign or “second language production” (Brooks & Donato, 
1994, p.268). The use of Indonesian in discussion encourages the students to 
deliver the ideas and engage in conversation, particularly for those who have 
low proficiency in English communicative skills. In other words, the first 
language mediates interaction between students and acts as a bridge to 
learn other languages (Lantolf, 2000b).  
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6.2.4. Rules: The boundaries of learners’ actions 
 
Rules emerge in a community as a guide to behaviour in social interaction. 
Engeström (2008, p.27) asserts that rules, along with the community and 
division of labour, are “social mediators of activity” that may be less visible 
but whose presence is always part of the activity system. In the classroom, 
rules determine the affordances and constraints of the teaching learning 
process for each session. It is these “norms and conventions” which guide 
students when they participate in the activity system of the social milieu 
(Cole, 1996, p.141). In this sense, the analysis of the students’ classroom 
activity system acknowledges the values outside and inside the classroom as 
the boundaries of learners’ actions. From the inside, activity rules and 
classroom rules play their roles in the students’ actions. From the outside, 
university and social rules affect the students’ behaviours and the way they 
place themselves in the classroom.  
 
No explicitly stated agreement between the teacher and the students about 
the rules of the classroom was observed in this study. The students 
understand what they have to do on a given day based on the explanation of 
the teacher about the activities for that class. However, one rule that is 
always stated by the teacher is that all students have to communicate in 
English. Thus, all discussion between teacher and students is conducted in 
English, including presentations, asking and answering questions, and 
classroom discussions. However, the students also sometimes use 
Indonesian along with English to avoid misunderstandings when they are 
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working in groups or in pairs to discuss topics, roles, and answers. The 
teacher appears to make an exception in this situation to allow the smooth 
running of major activities, such as performing in front of the class or whole 
class discussions. Other rules are modified based on the activity going on in 
the class on that day. 
 
Following task instructions can be considered as another set of rules that 
emerge in the classroom as the teaching-learning process works well when 
the students participate in activities. During the five observation periods in 
the classroom, the rules of activity include the rules within group work, role-
play, lecturing, and individual work. All rules in the classroom activities are 
implicit in the instructions given by the teacher. The students follow the 
instructions and take responsibility for completing the task at hand.  
 
In performing activities, the students are free to use the space in the 
classroom and the students utilize this space based on the relevant activity, 
for example, the students choose the space for their group work in the 
middle or at the back of the classroom. The front part of the classroom was 
used for role-play performance. The students always started the class by 
sitting facing the teacher and the blackboard. The female students sat on the 
right-hand side and the male students on the left. The seating arrangement 
changed when the students had to work in groups as they had to sit in a 
circle to discuss their ideas or work individually, which required them to 
move around the classroom as in the Day Five observation. The teacher 
tended to allocate the time into two or three sessions according to the type 
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of activity and the amount of activity on that day. The teacher mostly 
communicated the required time to be spent in one activity, so that the 
students could manage their time appropriately. An overview of the rules 
and activities is presented in the following table: 
Day Activity Rules Space Time 
1 Group work on 
problem solving.  
Participate in group 
discussions, later one 
member of each group 
delivers their solution to 
the class. 
Decide the space 
for their group in 
the classroom to sit 
with other team 
members in circle. 
40 minutes to 
work in the 
group.  
30 minutes for 
classroom 
discussion. 
2 Group work on 
role-play.  
Participate in group to 
develop the conversation 
or dialogue based on the 
situation provided by the 
teacher for each group, 
and perform in front of 
the class. 
Choose the space 
for their group 
discussion to sit 
before taking space 
in front of the class 
for performing.  
30 minutes to 
work in the 
group. 
45 minutes for 
performing 
session. 
3 Pair work.  Discuss their experience 
of preferred topic, busy 
day or home town, and 
voluntarily perform in 
front of the class. 
Sit by facing the 
black board and the 
teacher.  
20 minutes to 
work in pairs. 
20 minutes for 
presenting 
session. 
4 Lecturing and 
individual work 
 
Listening to the teacher, 
and pronounce some 
words. Guess a 
destination in 
pronunciation journey and 
describe the picture, 
themed rush hour, 
individually.  
Sit by facing the 
black board and the 
teacher. The girl sat 
on the right side 
and the boys sat on 
the left side. 
 
 20 minutes for 
lecturing.  
10 min. for 
pronunciation 
journey. 
30 minutes for 
describing the 
picture.  
5 Group work on 
solving problem, 
Individual work 
(game) 
Participate in group 
discussion for finding the 
solution, and later, one 
person communicates 
their solution to the class. 
For individual work, The 
students need to ask and 
answer the questions of 
other students. 
Sit in circle with the 
group member for 
group work, and 
later stand and 
move around the 
class to interact 
and communicate 
with other students 
in gossip game. 
15 minutes for 
group discussion. 
20 min. for 
presenting 
session. 
45 minutes for 
individual work.  
Table 6.2. An overview of the rules and activities over five sessions of classroom 
observations. 
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A greater detail of the implementation of the rules in activities can be viewed 
in Chapter Seven. 
   
The teacher did not have a problem in explaining and in directing 
participants to follow the rules and to behave properly during classroom 
activities as all participants seemed to accept the requirements of each 
activity. When working in groups, for instance, the participants understood 
that the more relaxed environment in group work did not mean that they 
were allowed to make extra noise by talking or engaging in frivolous 
behaviour. Surya comments:  
 
The only rule when working in groups is not to make noise. There are 
no others, and so far, there has not been a problem during group 
works (Wn: S.e7a).  
 
While working in groups to complete their task, the teacher allowed the 
students to present their answers and to assume roles for the task at hand 
based on their creativity and initiative.  The students were free to choose 
their words and were permitted to mix languages if they had problems 
speaking in English when they were presenting the solutions or the ideas to 
the whole class. The teacher would clarify if she found mistakes in students’ 
word use or sentences. She still controlled the students’ actions but in a 
purposeful way. This control is important since initiative and creativity can 
have a meaningful effect under “a controlled environment” (Van Lier, 1988, 
p.48).  
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Although the rules could be personalized by each class member based on 
their own interpretation of the situation, which may lead to differences in 
responding to each situation in the classroom, there were implicit general 
rules about how to behave that had already been accepted by students, 
based on the common practices that they were taught in the earlier years of 
their education. In other words, since rules are closely connected to self-
control and other individual characteristics, “personal and social resources” 
are part of this convention (Van Lier, 1988, p.50). 
 
In this research, the participants are university students who bring their 
previous personal education experiences in relation to class rules and 
routines to new classes. The accepted behaviour in the classroom is mostly 
based on the values of the social context in which the institution is located. 
This is based on the understanding that classroom events are only one aspect 
of the learners’ social world (Van lier, 1988, p.81). Thus, outside of particular 
rules in activities and the rules from the teacher, the students also acted, 
consciously or unconsciously, according to the rules of the contexts of the 
university and the community they had grown up in. 
 
In this study, the Acehnese social cultural context then helps to constitute 
the meaning of acceptable behaviour, from the rules of interaction to the 
rules about clothing. To illustrate, in terms of clothing, all students follow the 
rules of the faculty. There is a written rule that female students have to wear 
skirts and male students are forbidden to wear jeans and T-shirts or any 
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shirts without a collar. Although the teacher herself may not be that strict in 
matters of clothing, the students need to obey this rule as they also have to 
interact with the faculty staff outside the classroom for other academic 
affairs. 
 
Besides the explicit rules from the university, the rules and values in the 
sociocultural context are also a boundary which implicitly affects students’ 
interaction. For instance, the university sets the class rules for space by 
arranging the chairs facing the blackboard and divides the groups of chairs 
into two parts, left and right, and between these two sides of the class there 
is an aisle. In this class, female students always sit on the right side and male 
students always sit on the left side (particularly during lectures or when they 
first come to class and are waiting for the teacher), although later, this 
arrangement may change depending on class activities. There is no formal 
rule of the institution that male and female students have to sit in separate 
parts of the class, but since elementary school and high schools students 
have segregated themselves by gender. This appears to be a reflection of the 
cultural context as, in Aceh, Islamic values supply the norms of the 
community and there are particular values and norms that define behaviour 
and interaction between genders. Males and females should not touch each 
other, thus seating arrangements represent these values in order to avoid 
physical contact. These values are part of the students’ behaviour and serve 
as guidelines for their actions. Thus, even working in a small group, this 
situation can be observed. If they have to choose their own group members, 
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female students will choose to work with their female friends. This is also the 
case with male students. However, these values do not affect the 
communication among the students. Dialogue between male and female 
students in the classroom occurs naturally. 
 
In brief, the rules can be explicitly and implicitly stated in the classroom. The 
explicit rules are mostly contained in the regulation stated by the teacher in 
front of the classroom. These rules cover how the students should conduct 
themselves in each classroom session or in particular activity sessions. 
Meanwhile, the implicit rules emanating from social norms mostly come into 
the classroom unconsciously as they are already a part of the students’ daily 
life. These social rules attach to the person and the institution and implicitly 
affect classroom conventions through students’ actions. Students as well as 
teachers situate themselves in the classroom according to these rules that 
provide a scheme for an appropriate way to interact (Lantolf & Genung, 
2002).  
 
6.2.5. Community: A milieu where similar interests are shared 
 
Community refers to a group of people who have the same general or 
overriding goals (Cole, 1996; Engeström & Sannino, 2010). Thus, people in a 
community mostly engage in similar activities since they share objectives, 
rules and experiences that guide behaviour. The classroom community 
informs the way in which each student responds and interacts. In this 
research, classmates can be viewed as the main interlocutors who can 
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influence the students in many ways, including in their preference to 
participate actively in the teaching-learning process. The role of peers here 
can be identified as a support mediator that allows classroom interaction to 
run as it should. For instance, Dedi states that his peers in university are 
different from his classmates in high school. Dedi’s active nature and his high 
level of self-confidence had a different expression in high school and in 
university. He states: 
 
My current classmates support my personality. They do not say that 
they support me but from their actions they show that they support 
me. A couple of years ago, when I was at an Islamic boarding 
school,... my friends often questioned my active style and thought 
that I wanted to get teacher’s attention. They did not say this to me 
directly but my close friend told me that they talked about me like 
this. That made me self-conscious. This made me decrease my active 
behaviour in class. Meanwhile, since I entered the university, I have 
never heard negative comments like that…Both friends and teachers 
support my activeness (Int2: D.e140). 
 
Dedi’s statements illustrate how his classmates support his open nature and 
his contribution to classroom activities and discussion. This support can be 
observed in the classroom when class members clap their hands as other 
students finish performing or answer questions from their group. The 
students also do not hesitate to praise their friends by patting them on their 
shoulders to show that they are impressed by their friends’ answers and 
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comments. If the students do not agree with their classmates’ statements or 
answers, they show it with a friendly face and friendly words that do not 
make the students lose face. 
  
In classes that require students to actively communicate in English and 
involve themselves in various activities, peer responses will determine their 
next reactions. Support through encouraging behaviour rather than negative 
judgments may affect students’ confidence in delivering ideas in front of the 
classroom. 
 
In this light, the teacher’s role as facilitator has a significant impact on 
students’ actions. All the case study participants gave credit to Mrs. Ata, the 
teacher of this speaking class. The way Mrs. Ata communicates with the 
students makes them feel comfortable talking to her. As a result, the 
students do not hesitate to express their ideas and opinions both related to 
the topic of discussion and other issues related to English competency. Mrs. 
Ata also allows the students many opportunities to talk. Rianti, for instance, 
said:  
In other subjects, we are not required to speak a lot, but in speaking 
class, we have many opportunities to speak (Int2: R.e60).  
 
Besides, the teacher also plays her role as an encourager who tries to 
develop students’ confidence to participate and contribute in the classroom. 
She often encourages the students to applaud after other students finish 
performing or answer questions in class discussion as an expression of 
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appreciation. She also often delivers encouraging words, saying ‘very good’ 
and ‘that is very creative’, after a student’s performance or response, and 
she does not judge the students when they make a mistake. Instead she 
gives them brainstorming questions to make them think about their mistake 
and find the right answer.  
 
In short, the classroom community here consists of a teacher and students 
who share the same activities in order to reach particular goals. The teacher 
may act as a facilitator for the students but she is also involved in interaction 
with them. For students, although their future goals may be different, their 
object is the same, to develop English communication skills. This shared 
objective allows the students to frame and direct their action to join the 
course and “shared activity at hand” (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006, p.223).  
 
6.2.6. Division of labour: Roles in activity 
 
Each student in class has their own roles and responsibilities. These are what 
division of labour refers to. Each action has a procedure and rules that need 
to be followed to achieve particular goals. The roles that make up an activity 
form the core of procedure (Cole, 1996). In this English classroom, the 
students can be viewed as being responsible for themselves as individual 
learners as well as being responsible for peers as a collaborative partner in 
group or pair work. As an individual, the student has a responsibility to 
respond to the teacher’s questions or do individual assigned tasks as well as 
participate in classroom discussion. As a collaborative partner, the student 
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has a responsibility to play a role in teamwork and cooperate with others to 
reach certain task-driven goals. This teamwork can involve working in pairs 
or working in small groups.  
 
6.2.6.1. Individual responsibility 
 
Each session provides a space for students to work individually or be 
responsible for their own tasks and duties as an active student in the 
classroom. An individual’s role can be viewed in terms of student 
involvement in classroom discussion and classwork. The students are 
responsible for their own responses as language learner agents in three key 
situations: responding to the teacher’s questions, statements, and 
explanations, responding to classroom discussions for the topic assigned, and 
working on individual tasks. 
 
The teacher in the speaking class often provides a space for discussion with 
the students before, during, and after she teaches on a given day. She always 
opens the class by asking about the students’ news and comments in general 
before she starts to engage them in activities, and at the end of the class, the 
teacher closes by asking for students’ comments and questions about their 
learning process on that day or other particular issues related to the English 
learning process. To create a two-way communication, the students are 
expected to respond to these questions or make comments on the teacher’s 
statements. The majority of students in this class seem to be more than 
happy to answer. 
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The students are also expected to respond to particular topics in the 
classroom discussions. These topics can be raised deliberately by the teacher 
to stimulate discussion. Although the students are expected to respond, the 
teacher never asks particular students to answer or give a comment. All 
responses from the students are voluntarily delivered. However, some 
particular tasks require students to solve the problems and involve 
themselves in particular actions individually, examples being filling in the 
blank in the pronunciation puzzle and describing a picture in week four, or 
requesting information and guessing the answers in the gossip game in week 
five. In these tasks, the students had to complete the task through their own 
efforts. 
 
In fulfilling these individual tasks, the participants still interacted with the 
others since they often asked their friends for additional information or new 
vocabulary. This happened often since working individually is usually done by 
sitting close to each other so they can discuss their work with those sitting 
next to them. This occurred many times during the five class observations. All 
five participants spoke with their friends when they needed help with a task 
or wanted to talk about their work. This situation shows that even when the 
students worked individually, they still engaged in conversations with their 
friends and the teacher to discuss particular issues of the task at hand.  
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6.2.6.2. Shared responsibility 
 
Most of the teaching processes in this classroom were conducted using 
collaboration between students. This collaboration took the form of small 
group interaction or pair work. Through this collaborative work, the students 
were expected to create an interactive communication that not only focused 
on the meaning of the dialogue but also engaged their understanding and 
knowledge of the linguistic system. In pair work, each student plays their role 
as a dialogue partner by asking questions, clarifying their partner statements 
or expressing their disagreements. Through these communications, an 
interactive dialogue was built.   
 
In group work, a student can be viewed as a team member who shares and 
discusses the case or the role appropriate to an assigned task. Students can 
also be viewed as team members who support each other when the 
spokesperson of the group presents the results of their discussions. The 
responses from other groups may need to be addressed in an effort to 
explain the reasons behind the solutions or perspectives presented. 
 
Working in pairs seems to provide more interactive and active 
communication for students since it involves two people, so whether they 
like it or not they have to speak, share ideas, and discuss their answers. In 
group work, although each student may realize that they are required to be 
an active learner, some students do not really feel responsible or lack the 
motivation to share responsibility for learning. Dedi comments:  
 189 
 
 
The problem that I often face in group work is that there are some 
people who are lazy and do not work at all. They only put their name 
on the list (Wn: D.e11).   
 
This situation occurs because the teacher in the current class did not instruct 
the students to divide roles among the group. She just instructed the 
students to work in the group to discuss the case. The students took their 
own initiative in assigning the roles of group members, for instance, 
spokesperson or reporter. The more confident and dominant the students in 
the group, the more responsibility they take in their roles.  
 
In brief, as division of labor refers to “horizontal division of tasks and vertical 
division of power and status” (Engeström & Sannino, 2010, p.6), all 
interactions and actions of the students are related to their roles and 
positions as members of the team and partners to the sharing of ideas. For 
this current classroom context, the activity rules provide clarity to the 
students in regard to their positions and roles in the classroom on any given 
day. These rules provide direction for the class and determine the flow of the 
classroom in an activity system (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006).   
 
6.3. Personality and the activity systems 
 
The discussion presented in the previous sections reveals the participants’ 
activity systems in the classroom and its interrelationship with each element 
 190 
 
of the systems. The nature of the activity systems of the participants can be 
summarized as in figure 6.1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This figure enhances understanding of the classroom context and how this 
learning environment is conducive to supporting the students’ personality 
development and how each personality is involved in it through mediation 
and social interaction. Based on these activity systems, the classroom may 
benefit the students in three ways: mediation as a source of enhancing the 
internalization process, a community of learning as a support group, and 
activity rules for enhancing equal participation. 
 
6.3.1. Mediation as a resource for enhancing the internalization process 
 
To create an environment that contributes to self-development, classroom 
events need to be presented in a way that conforms to the unique 
personality of the students. Ideally, various activities provided in the class 
Figure 6. 1. The activity system of Acehnese university students studying English speaking  
Subject: Language 
learners 
Teaching material and resources, 
L2, L1, 
Artefacts 
Roles in activity: Individual 
and shared responsibility 
Classroom rules, 
university rules, 
social rules, 
activity rules 
Classroom 
community of 
learners, teacher 
 
English 
speaking 
proficiency 
Developing Communication 
skills 
 191 
 
accommodate the diverse personalities of students. A variety of materials 
could provide a wide experience of diverse learning processes. Through 
these various activities and materials, each personality is exposed to a 
diverse learning process and learns how to deal with different situations of 
social interaction and with different personality types. Tools and media have 
a stimulating effect on physical and psychological actions. Vygotsky (1981, 
p.141) states: “A stimulus becomes a psychological tool by virtue of its use as 
a means of influencing the mind and behavior. Therefore, any tool is 
necessarily a stimulus”.  
 
In the classroom observed in this study, for instance, the meanings that 
emerged while solving a case or playing a role, or in a discussion, could apply 
to daily life. Thus, communication is not only about practicing a language 
system but also about sharing knowledge and understanding. In other words, 
through language, the students connect their world to others and to 
themselves (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006, p.201). The use of L1 and L2, then, is 
useful in making the communication run smoothly and the whole activity is 
productive. This leads to optimal self- development. 
 
In the classroom observed in this research, English is the main language that 
is used as a communication tool but Indonesian is also permitted in 
particular situations. This rule benefits the students in some ways. The 
student who is not confident in speaking in English can take advantage by 
combining English with Indonesian when they have trouble expressing their 
ideas in English. This is also the case with the students who are good at 
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English but are not confident speaking in public. They may speak quite 
haltingly in front of the class. This hesitancy may increase when they have to 
speak in a foreign language, thus using first language may cover this problem 
when they are in the middle of English conversations. In this regard, the 
students need to be clear that English is the main language and Indonesian is 
only a support language and it is only used in a situation where the students 
have difficulty with their English vocabulary. Thus, the use of Indonesian in 
conversation can be minimalized. 
 
The opportunity to speak in English and Indonesian can encourage students 
to talk and take more initiative to speak. This may lead to a productive 
internalization process of meaning and the language system because the 
communication works effectively and efficiently. The internalization process 
can be said to be a psychological experience. In the classroom, every 
communication is considered to provide a psychological experience. The 
content of this derives from the process of participation (Volosinov, 1994). 
More interactive situations produce more opportunities to speak. This can be 
in any form, not only the content of the lesson. The engagement and self-
control in this interaction provide greater benefits for the students’ lives 
inside and outside the classroom (Brooks & Donato, 1994, p.273). As the 
internalization process transforms the information gained in social 
interaction into a psychological function, meaningful communication through 
various activities allows internal acceptance of input for further self-
development. 
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In short, exposing students to various activities and materials which 
stimulate communicative interaction with different peers not only 
encourages the students to understand themselves through self-reflection 
during the adjustments in the learning process, but also provides them with a 
deeper understanding of their learning circumstances.  
 
6.3.2. Community of learning as mental support 
 
One thing emerging from the classroom under observation, in terms of 
community of learning, is that there is much mutual supportive behaviour. 
The peers often have friendly facial expressions and gestures when 
responding to others although there may be a disagreement. This support is 
very important in creating a comfortable environment that encourages the 
students to speak without fear of scorn from their friends. The students’ 
responses send signs of their perspectives. These responses can be 
agreement or disagreement, or positive or negative gestures, as part of self-
emotion. The presence of emotion as a response in communication can be 
viewed as a reflection of personal expressions to the current events. It also 
asserts the actual state of an existing event (Bakhtin, 1993, p.36). 
 
These signs of communication, e.g. gestures, facial and verbal expressions 
can be understood by each other in the classroom as the students have a 
relatively similar social cultural environment and share similar activities. 
Social institutions and the present conditions of participants are responsible 
in forming these signs (Volosinov, 1994). The responses revealed to the 
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interlocutor are internalized and provide a particular image or meaning that 
can be accepted positively or negatively. This internalization influences the 
next reactions and comments on future actions. 
 
Another mental support factor that is acknowledged from this classroom is 
that the majority of the students have relatively similar proficiency in English 
speaking skills. As the teacher states:  
 
The students’ abilities are almost on the same level...Maybe, there are 
one or two students who have a higher rank than others…and maybe 
there are one or two students who are still low in their ability. But I 
can say they are quite similar (Int: LA). 
 
This condition may create a more comfortable feeling toward each other in 
the classroom. The lack of confidence in their English capability could be 
reduced during participation in the classroom.  
 
6.3.3. Activity rules for enhancing equal participation 
 
The aims of various class activities are to provide the students with diverse 
learning experiences as well as to provide wider opportunities to practice 
their English speaking skills. The emphasis of activity rules in each classroom 
event allows the students to share their roles. This condition should lead to 
more balanced students’ participation. However, as the teacher did not 
manage a division of labour for each group, equal participation in the 
students’ group discussions depended heavily on the group members in 
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organizing themselves to work efficiently and effectively, not only to 
complete the task at hand but also to provide opportunities for each 
member to practice their English.  
 
In group activities, control of each other in the group or in pairs is very 
important as the conversation can easily fall into using the first language 
rather than target language, particularly if a desire to complete the task 
takes priority over practice of speaking English. It often happens that 
language learners focus more on the content of the discussion rather than 
view the conversation as a space to practice speaking skills (Brooks & 
Donato, 1994).  
 
In brief, the classroom under observation in the present study requires 
students to take more initiative in their learning process and have more 
responsibility in playing their roles as language learner agents. These 
initiatives and creativity, however, are influenced by their personality and 
experience in dealing with people and situations. Previous experiences of 
creative activities determine the way a personality deals with the task or the 
case at hand. Creative activities experienced through one’s personal life 
journey tend to form the creative personality (Moran & John-Steiner, 2003, 
p.78). Nevertheless, whatever the students’ personality the crucial factor 
whether students feel comfortable or not in a specific situation will 
determine the willingness to express perspectives, initiatives and creativity. 
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6.4. Conclusions 
 
This chapter has described the participants’ activity systems and their 
connection with students’ participations. The analysis of the classroom 
activity systems reveals that the observed classroom systems support the 
students in having a dynamic space for language learning. This positive 
condition can be deduced from the mediation that emerges in the classroom, 
the behaviour of peers as sharing partners, the responsibilities assigned to 
the students, and the rules applied by the teacher. If these classroom activity 
systems connect with the participants’ goals of learning speaking English and 
their personality, it would appear that the systems are capable of 
accommodating the different needs and personalities of the students.    
 
The teaching material and learning resources that emerged in this classroom 
may have the potential impact on diverse students’ personalities and their 
learning process. The mediation in the classroom under observation in the 
present study seemed to enhance the students’ internalization process 
through the space of using L2 together with L1 in limited and specific 
conditions. The research conducted by previous researchers (i.e. Anton & 
DiCamilla, 1999; Swain & Lapkin, 1998) related to the use of L1 as a 
mediation tool for learning a second language, reveals the benefits of 
involving L1 in learning L2 for both the cognitive and psychological aspects. 
Although in this observed class, the target language was mostly used for 
communication between student and student and student and teacher, the 
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use of L1 helps to clarify meaning and correct the mistakes in structure, as 
well as enhancing students’ confidence in speaking.   
 
In addition, the various activities provided in the classroom may make it 
possible for the students to work with their preferred learning activities and 
deal with unfavourable learning environments that might eventually enrich 
their understanding of themselves and others. The fact that the students’ 
learning community in this classroom often shared the same classroom 
learning process can be a benefit for each student as they are quite familiar 
with each other’s presence. Supportive behaviour among the students can 
be expected. This condition is important for supporting students’ self-
development in the learning process.     
 
Nevertheless, it is argued extensively in this chapter that each student is 
unique and views things differently while experiencing the same activities 
and learning in the same place. Thus, their actions within the organization of 
the learning environment demonstrated unique phenomena for every 
activity in which they were involved. For this reason, the participants’ actions 
in classroom events as part of their roles in activities are the focus of Chapter 
Seven. Through this discussion, the process of students’ learning and the 
effect of the classroom context on their personality development will be 
explored. 
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CHAPTER 7 
ACTIONS IN COMMUNICATIVE EVENTS 
 
7.1. Introduction 
 
This chapter represents the second of two microgenetic analyses reported in 
this thesis. In the previous microgenetic chapter, the discussions considered 
the organization of the classroom and the connection of the elements in the 
students’ classroom activity system; for this second part, the purpose is to 
discuss the participants’ interactions within communicative events in a 
particular learning environment or a classroom activity system as discussed 
in the previous chapter. The intention of this discussion is to explore the 
participants’ personality-related classroom contributions to their actions and 
participation, and to highlight the way other relational factors encourage or 
discourage students’ active involvement in communicative events. From this 
discussion, links could be constructed between students’ participation in the 
classroom activity system and tensions that appear as a result of this system, 
as well as changes that occur. In activity theory, the “multilayered” and 
interrelated elements in an activity system lead to achievement and tensions 
(Engeström, 2008, p.27). Thus, changes and tensions may be expected to 
occur within a students’ learning process in the classroom. 
 
The investigation and the analysis of the students’ participation and other 
issues in the classroom learning process, as mentioned above, is directed 
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towards a response to the question: How do students’ personalities play into 
communicative events within classroom contexts? To respond to these 
questions, an exploration of the participants’ classroom interactions is 
initiated by examining particular distinctive characteristics of the 
participants’ relational selves during the events, in order to better 
understand the participants’ self-connections to their classroom peers and 
activities. Later, the discussion considers the development that may occur to 
participants’ behaviours during interactions in the learning process as a 
consequence of their relational self within the classroom dynamics.  
 
7.2. Personality in action: The relational self 
 
The unique personalities that students bring to their classroom frame their 
behaviour in the community of learners. This occurs as part of the 
development of students’ relational being within the community before they 
enter the class. As the students’ activities both inside and outside the 
classroom are likely to be different in their purpose, there is a possibility that 
there will be further development of their current ‘self’ through their 
classroom interactions, along with opportunities for them to reveal their 
unique personalities. Leontiev (1978, p.112) states that “the real basis for 
human personality is the aggregate of his relationship to the world that is 
social in their nature, but relationships that are realized, and they are 
realized by his activity, or more precisely, by the aggregate of his 
multifaceted activities”.  
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A different environment and activity can provide different perspectives and 
communicative contexts that allow a person to develop their conception and 
awareness of their current reality. This idea captures what Bakhtin means by 
the concept of “answerability” in that each event produces “the answerable 
acts or deeds” as part of a meaningful communication and a relation 
between people (Bakhtin, 1993, p.31). Such answerable acts are considered 
to have the potential to provide insights that allow the students to learn and 
experience new things that are useful for their development, both 
cognitively and affectively. To further illuminate these relationships to 
individual students’ actions, this section will explore the students’ ‘self’ 
actions in classroom activities that are focused on learning to speak in 
English, by observing their relations with others, and noting possible 
indicators of their rational thoughts and emotions. To provide a description 
of students’ participation in each classroom event, a discussion of each 
activity is presented. 
 
7.2.1. Actions and events: An overview 
 
According to Bakhtin (1993), an action is considered as a reflection of 
thought. It becomes a representation of self in relation to a particular event. 
In this sense, action involves not only speech, movement, expressions, and 
gestures, but also meanings in relation to others in a particular community. A 
standard of meaning and norms is applied when an action occurs. Bakhtin 
(1993, p.4) argues that “answerability” in both meaning and ethics should be 
gained from an action in order for people to co-exist in their community. The 
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relationship between the action’s meanings and norms enables people to 
take responsibility for their actions and respond to others. The responsible 
act can lead therefore to common understanding as a precondition to 
people’s co-being and so the goals of their actions are more likely be 
reached. In other words, an action requires answerability to others and the 
social milieu in order to achieve a particular goal. This implies that an action 
has an integral relationship with people and the context of their actions. An 
action takes place in social events that in their turn become a guide to future 
purposeful actions.  
 
In an event, the relational aspect of self and others becomes inevitable as 
the actions and participations emerge and they are directed to particular 
meanings, goals, and expectations which allow for some adjustments to 
synchronize with those of others. Nevertheless, whatever adjustments are 
made, they never eliminate the unique characteristics of each person. As 
Bakhtin (1993, p.46) says “the truth of the event is not the truth that is self-
identical and self-equivalent in its content but is the rightful and unique 
position of every participant—the truth of each participant’s actual, concrete 
ought”. In a classroom, each event can be considered as a significant 
opportunity for a student to grow and develop their unique self within the 
intensive interaction and communication between their peers and teachers 
in a context of social relations in the classroom.  
 
In the language classroom, particularly in speaking class, communication is 
an essential part of the students’ activity. The goal is to provide an 
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opportunity for students to practice their English speaking skills in certain 
situations. This communication is stimulated through various forms of 
activity that usually depends on the creativity of the teacher. During their 
interactions, the students reveal their “social persona” to their peers through 
the roles they take in each activity (Kramsch, 1998, p.32). Through these 
roles, the patterns of participants’ interaction can be observed. In the 
following section, an overview of each activity and the participants’ 
interaction is presented. 
 
Day 1 observation 
 
On Day One, the major activity for students was group work. After the 
teacher opened the class with some brainstorming questions, the students 
sat in a circle with their group members, who were assigned by the teacher 
and consisted of five or six mixed boys and girls. Each participant worked in 
different groups. There were five groups and each group worked with a 
particular case on the topic of School Daze. The entire situation of the case 
was related to the problems that a student may experience at the beginning 
of school, such as when class has been closed for registration, lack of 
understanding of using email as a communication tool with the supervisor, 
and difficulty passing grammar class. The students discussed these cases in 
their groups for about 40 minutes. Later, one student from each group 
delivered their solution for the classroom discussion. 
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During the group discussion, each participant engaged in conversation with 
their group member. Dedi, Rianti, and Surya played active roles here. They 
actively spoke and shared their ideas. They were quite dominant in their own 
group. They also participated actively in classroom discussion. Tina and Lana 
were more passive in participation. Although they also seemed to give their 
opinions for their group, they often spent the time by just listening to other 
members. However, Lana took a more active role when she became the 
group representative and presented their solution.  
 
 Day 2 observation 
 
The students were directed to work in a small group that consisted of three 
or two persons for a role play. The teacher just provided the information 
about a situation that needed to be performed and the students were 
required to develop the conversation or dialogue based on their creativity. 
The students sat in the group or in pairs first to decide the role for each 
member and later they were required to perform in front of the class. Three 
groups consisted of three persons and the rest worked in pairs. The group 
members were chosen based on the position of their seat. The discussion in 
the group lasted about 30 minutes.  
 
On this day, Tina was quite active in her group while her team members 
seemed to be less active. She was quite confident in expressing her opinions 
and seemed to be quite dominant in determining the roles for her group 
members. However, most of the time she spoke in Indonesian despite the 
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teacher reminding the classroom to communicate in English. Dedi, Surya, and 
Rianti were equally active group members. Surya was less dominant this time 
as one of his group members also took an active role. When it came time to 
perform in front of the class, all participants, Tina, Dedi, Surya and Rianti 
acted very confidently. Lana did not come that day, thus she missed the 
opportunity to perform. 
 
Day 3 observation 
 
On Day Three, the students were assigned to work in pairs and talked on a 
chosen topic, busy day or hometown, with their partner. They were required 
to discuss their daily experience of the preferred topic for about 20 minutes 
while seated and then, the teacher invited the students to voluntarily 
perform in front of the class. During the conversations, the participants 
showed their engagement with the topic. Dedi actively used his hands in 
speaking. Surya was also quite expressive using hand gestures and facial 
expressions. In a more calm way, Lana talked and shared a laugh with her 
partner during conversation; however, she was less expressive than her 
partner. 
 
Dedi and his partner became the first volunteers to have a conversation in 
front of the class. Surya and his partner took the next turn. Surya’s 
conversation was a success and attracted his friend’s attention as his words 
were quite funny and unusual.  Lana and Tina did not take the opportunity to 
show their conversation to the classmates. They just actively engaged in 
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conversation with peers while seated. Rianti did not come this day because 
she was sick. 
 
Day 4 observation 
 
The activities initiated by the teacher on Day Four were: listening to the 
lecture, working individually, and involvement in question and answer 
sessions. In the lecture session, the students listened to the teacher’s 
explanation of the sounds of minimal pairs, v and f. The teacher sometimes 
asked the students to pronounce the words after her. All participants paid 
attention to the teacher and followed the instructions. Sometimes, Lana and 
Rianti discussed the words with their friends who sat next to them. 
 
To strengthen students’ understanding, the teacher provided them with a 
worksheet to be completed. The topic for this individual work was 
pronunciation journey. In this task, each student was required to guess the 
country of destination on the worksheet intended by the teacher. The 
teacher articulated particular words which started with or consisted of the 
letters f and v, and the students were required to decide whether to take the 
left or the right direction based on what they heard. The students needed to 
direct their way to the right direction if the teacher articulated the words 
with the letter f, such as fail, belief, and fairy, and to the left direction for the 
words with the letter v, such as veil, believe, and very. Each participant 
seemed to take part in this puzzle game by guessing the answers. The lecture 
was then continued with how to pronounce –ed after voiceless sounds, after 
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voiced sounds, and after /d/ and /t/ sounds. Lana and Rianti responded to 
the teacher on how to pronounce them.  
 
Before the teacher assigned the students more individual work, she engaged 
them in a conversation about the difficulties the students faced in learning 
English and provided some tips to deal with potential problems. During this 
discussion, Dedi seemed to be dominant in responding. If other students 
responded together with others, Dedi responded independently and he did 
not hesitate to express his opinions on the subject. Rianti sometimes 
commented to the teacher. Lana and Tina just listened to the teacher and 
they sometimes talked and shared a laugh with friends next to them. 
 
Later, the students were assigned to work individually to describe a picture 
based on their interpretation. The picture showed a busy train station. The 
students shared the picture with a friend who sat next to them and 
expressed their opinion first to this friend. After a short time, each student in 
turn presented their interpretation of the picture to the class. All day, the 
students sat in the original classroom arrangement in which they faced the 
teacher and blackboard. The females sat on the right and the males sat on 
the left.  
 
Day 5 observation 
 
The fifth day was filled with various activities such as question and answer, 
group work for solving problems, and individual work (game). For the 
question and answer session, the students listened and responded to the 
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teacher’s statements about improving English skills. Dedi and Rianti often 
responded independently to the teacher’s questions. Surya and Tina 
responded with other students. Lana sat quietly listening to the teacher.  
When the session moved to group work, the students sat in a circle with the 
group members to discuss the case of Sophie’s Dilemma, which portrays a 
woman who was trying to combine marriage and career. The students were 
required to find a solution to the dilemma faced by Sophie, between career 
and personal commitment, and also to choose one among three men who 
offered a serious commitment to her. The case for each group was the same. 
After about 15 minutes working in the group, one person in the group 
communicated their solution to the class. Dedi, Rianti, and Surya were 
spokespersons for their groups. All of them were very confident in explaining 
the reasons behind their solution.  
Individual work, the gossip game was the last activity on that day. In this 
session, the students interacted in an informal atmosphere and were free to 
move to different corners of the room to take part in a question-answer 
activity with other students. Some information was posted on different 
corners of the classroom. The students held the name cards. Their role was 
to act as neighbours who needed to collect information about others in their 
neighborhood related to rumors about themselves and others, particularly 
about what was going on in the house at Number 4. The teacher frequently 
explained the information on the card and the way to do the tasks by walking 
around the class. Most of the students looked enthusiastic. Rianti had an 
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animated conversation with friends while laughing and sometimes she 
hugged her friends. Tina was also actively involved in the discussion. She 
used her hands and facial expressions, and moved from one place to 
another. She did not hesitate to argue or complain about her interlocutor’s 
answers.  
 
Although Lana was not expressive like the others, she was actively involved 
in conversation, but her movement was quite limited. She did not really 
move around the class, but remained relatively stationary. This was different 
from Dedi who was quite active in visiting each friend. While they asked and 
answered questions, Dedi and Surya tried to play the role on the card. Surya 
looked as though he enjoyed the game very much. He asked some questions 
that made his friend laugh and he also laughed. The classroom learning 
process ended with answering the questions related to the mystery in house 
no.4. 
 
To better understand the background behind the students’ actions and 
participation, the following discussion will explore the connection between 
personality and students’ classroom participation by analyzing students’ 
actions in relation to their personality, the role of others in a community of 
learning and the influence of their sociocultural background. 
 
7.2.2. Personality and classroom participation: Connections 
 
Personality is reflected in human behavior within social interaction. When a 
person engages in communication and interaction, at that moment, they are 
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showing their personality. In the classroom context, a student’s personality 
can be acknowledged from their interactions in activities, both in 
collaborative and in individual actions. Through their actions, the students 
reveal their character. Since personality is representative of the social-
historical culture of the learner in society, participants’ patterns of 
interaction in class cannot be separated from this context. Their reactions 
can be seen as a part of the internalization values that come from all 
elements in their lives, which are adopted as their self-authority of 
behaviour. The analysis of the participants’ characteristics of participation in 
relation to their personality, their relations with others in a community of 
learning, and how their social and individual personalities are enacted as 
they participate in classroom learning, is presented in this section. 
 
7.2.2.1. The characteristics of participation 
Based on the observation of the participants’ involvement in the five days of 
events, the participants’ participation levels can be seen in table 7.1. below. 
 
 
No 
 
Participants 
 
Self-description of personality 
 
Level of participation 
 
1 Dedi Strongly self-confident, easy to make 
friends, funny, lazy, hard worker 
 
Very active 
2 Lana Shy, quiet Passive 
 
3 Rianti High self-confidence, sensitivity, 
needing appreciation 
Active 
4 Surya  Average to high self-confidence, not 
friendly 
Active 
 
5 Tina Friendly, cheery, fussy, finding fault Passive 
 
Table 7.1. Participation levels of participants. 
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Dedi can be said to be the most active. He never hesitates to comment on 
any questions raised in the class, from the opening class session to the 
closing one, from the daily topic, such as weather, faculty issues, to those 
that are related to the subject on that day. He is involved in all class 
activities, such as asking and answering questions, connecting the teacher’s 
words, making comments, as well as giving additional ideas to the teacher. 
For Mrs. Ata, the teacher of the present class, Dedi is a serious student who 
always engages in classroom activities. She states: 
 
Dedi is a very serious student. His responses are very good. He pays 
attention well. He always pays close attention in the classroom and 
always speaks a lot. He speaks clearly. He did not prepare something 
in class but…I think he has the ability to speak English and has enough 
self-confidence to speak so when it his turn to speak comes, it will be 
easy for him to speak. He had English ability, background, and 
knowledge before he came into the class (Int: LA.e66). 
 
Dedi’s previous background and his interactions outside the formal 
educational context make him accustomed to talking in front of people, and 
this is reinforced by his open personality, which gives him confidence to 
express his thoughts. Both of these strengths can be viewed in his actions in 
the class. He often becomes a sort of spokesperson for his male friends when 
the teacher asks them to choose a topic or to make other decisions related 
to their study on that day. However, he seems to have no intention to 
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dominate and considers his friends’ ideas and reasons for the decisions. This 
can be seen from his actions when the teacher requested the students to 
choose two topics, busy day or hometown, for discussion on the third 
observation day. As all of his friends kept silent, Dedi answered the teacher’s 
questions but he did not decide by himself. He asked his friends’ opinion first 
then conveyed the words to the teacher. 
 
Like Dedi, Surya’s interaction in the class also reveals his confident side in 
participating in each learning session. He does not have a problem in 
expressing his thoughts to his peers or teacher. He often comments and 
answers to the teacher’s questions in the whole class discussion. However, 
his contribution may be different from Dedi who is always involved in every 
discussion. Surya sometimes just sits silently and listens to the teacher and 
other students’ comments, particularly in lecturing sessions. However, his 
presence is still prominent since he has a different style when 
communicating his ideas. He often expresses his statements, solutions or 
ideas in an interesting way and he mostly succeeds in making his friends 
laugh or respond to his answers or performances. 
 
Surya is quite expressive in his body gestures, not only when he performs in 
front of the class but also when he works in a group or in pairs. Surya’s 
presence in class seems to give it a different nuance. Mrs. Ata confirmed this 
by saying that the class without him is quite different. 
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He is very active and has really good motivation and self-confidence. 
He is so funny. I think he is an interesting student because he often 
makes the class smile and laugh because of his words, the way he 
pronounces the words, intonation and his gestures and other 
things....When other students say the same thing, maybe it is 
common but when Surya says it, it will become special, funny (Int: 
LA.e64). 
Although some of his friends think that Surya is quite arrogant and 
outspoken, in the learning context, the classmates and the teacher find that 
Surya’s responses and actions are very entertaining and help them avoid 
boredom. 
 
Similar to Dedi and Surya, Rianti can also be said to be active students. In the 
whole class discussion, Rianti does not hesitate to respond or comment to 
the teacher’s questions, individually or with others. She is also unafraid to 
ask a question and talk to the teacher when she is standing next to her chair 
during an interval in the learning session. In managing the task at hand, she is 
very serious and enthusiastic in conducting the entire activity and is involved 
in discussion, both in individual work and in group work. This is confirmed by 
the teacher. She says: 
In general, I can see that... Rianti always has motivation to speak even 
though... I know... I can see that in her mind... sometimes she is not 
able to speak well or fluently. But I can see that she always tries and 
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tries to do her best in the classroom. ...I think she has good self-
confidence (Int: LA.e.54). 
Mrs. Ata also reveals that Rianti’s curiosity is quite high and she does not 
hesitate to ask her teacher many questions to satisfy this curiosity. She adds: 
 
Rianti sometimes asks me several questions. She was curious about 
something. …I can see that she is a curious girl in learning and others 
related to learning and lecturing (Int: LA.e58). 
 
In contrast to the other three students, Lana and Tina participate less in the 
classroom. However, it does not mean that they have not contributed, but 
their participation is quite limited. Lana is not involved much with discussions 
in the classroom. She seems to prefer listening to the discussion instead of 
being involved in the whole class discussion. During observation sessions, 
Lana had never provided answers or responded to the teacher’s questions in 
the whole classroom discussion. She sometimes participated in a situation 
when she did not need to say anything on her own; for example, she always 
participated in a situation where the teacher instructed all students to 
pronounce particular words or in a few questions-answer sessions. This is 
also the case with Tina, who is not confident in expressing her ideas in 
English.  
 
Lana and Tina participate more when they work in a small size group or in 
pairs. In both Tina’s and Lana’s case, working in pairs seems to encourage 
them to participate in a discussion with more enthusiasm, compared to 
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when they work in groups.  In addition, the working in larger groups seems 
to provide them with the opportunity to maintain their passive style, 
particularly if other team members are not aware of the principles of 
collaborative work; that is, joint participation in order to produce the 
answers or the outcomes of the task at hand. 
 
Tina’s passivity is quite different from Lana. Tina’s hesitance to actively 
participate is derived from her lack of confidence in English. This is indicated 
from an interview with her. She states:  
 
I am lacking in confidence, for instance because I don’t know much 
about English words, this and that, or how to use it, so I have to 
practice speaking English more  (Int2: T.e78).  
 
This condition is reflected in her patterns of participation which depend 
heavily on her understanding of the discussion topic and the ability to 
communicate these ideas in English. Thus, there is no surprise that 
sometimes she can initiate the discussions or perform confidently in front of 
the class and sometimes she can be very passive.  Her expressive interaction 
characteristics occur outside the context of the lesson. 
 
Interestingly, Tina’s confidence in performing role-play in front of the class 
allows her teacher and peers to believe that her lack of contribution is more 
about her laziness to speak. Mrs. Ata says:   
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Sometimes she looks a little bit lazy to speak. She is not like other 
friends who always want to say something in class...She is just 
listening to friends and me as a lecturer. She pays attention to class 
but sometimes she is lazy, I think, to speak. But if I ask her questions, 
she would like to answer. She would like to speak more (Int: LA.e62).  
 
Mrs. Ata’s comments indicate that Tina’s responses to the class activities 
have two different characteristics. On the one hand, she is enthusiastic every 
time she answers the teacher’s questions or deals with individual tasks, and 
on the other, she is reluctant to talk; this is the interpretation that comes 
from her passive participation in discussion sessions. Tina herself points to 
her lack of English competence that makes her unconfident in 
communicating her ideas in discussions, particularly when she has to talk in 
English.    
 
Unlike Tina, Lana’s passive behaviour derives from her shy and quiet 
characteristics which make her uncomfortable when she is the centre of 
attention. She does not have a problem collaborating with others but her 
nature seems to limit her in expressing ideas and contributing actively to the 
discussion, both in a group and in pairs. Lana admits that her passivity is not 
only in English speaking class, but since the current class demands more 
active communication, her passive manner looks significant. She mentions 
that she always has a problem speaking in front of people in a formal 
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situation, like in a classroom. This reflection is backed up by her teacher’s 
comments as follows: 
 
She looks more introverted, I think, in the classroom. She never talks 
to me outside the class. ...Lana never asks me questions. She is more 
like introvert. Her participations only occur when we ask but she is not 
really active like the other students. She looks passive and also looks 
embarrassed and shy too (Int: LA.e58).  
 
However, Lana does not hesitate to transfer her knowledge and her ideas to 
her friends in an informal situation. This can be seen from the fourth day of 
observation, when Lana helps Tina to differentiate some words, such as fail 
and veil, by demonstrating how to pronounce them through the proper 
positioning of the tongue. This reveals her confidence toward her English 
ability but she seldom applies this actively in the classroom as she feels 
uncomfortable with the attention of others.  
 
7.2.2.2. Self and others in classroom events: Self-connection and responsive 
actions 
 
In the classroom, a student’s connection with peers shapes their 
interactions. Such connections facilitate more responsive actions and greater 
involvement with each other in discussing the task at hand. A comfortable 
and relaxed atmosphere can encourage greater openness in students to 
explore and express their opinions. For example, during the observations on 
Day Five, the teacher invited the students to engage in a gossip game 
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activity. This game required the students to involve themselves in asking and 
answering the questions focused on a particular issue. Most of the students 
did not seem to experience any difficulties in engaging in conversation.   
 
Dedi relates his experiences of the ‘chemistry’ among students to an 
atmosphere of openness and trust, which promotes more active engagement 
of all students in classroom activities. He bases this observation on his 
interpretations of his classmates’ reactions in the previous academic 
semester and in the recent one, noting that students are more active now. 
He states:  
Previously, they are not that active… But after they interact with each 
other and find some chemistry with some teachers, they become more 
confidence, especially in this speaking class, with Mrs. Ata. With other 
teachers, they are not active like that (Int2: D.e62). 
 
This chemistry arises as the students remain in the same class over the first 
semester. As a result, the data collected in the second semester, suggests 
that the students already had in place a “network of practices, activities, and 
community of practices” (Lemke, 1997, p.45). Through this network, 
students seem to have created mutual understandings of each other and 
appreciated the value of shared classroom activities. As a consequence of 
their shared and frequent interactions, the students were able to identify 
common and contrasting ground on which they could be more alert to and 
better understand the feelings and needs of others (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  
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The ‘atmospheric chemistry’ and the implementation of a network of 
practice make for strong connections among the students that at times may 
make it difficult to differentiate between one’s own opinion and opinions of 
other students. This situation happened in Day Four when the teacher 
focused on the lecturing activity. She discussed the challenges involved in 
learning and speaking English and provided tips on how students could 
improve their English speaking skills as illustrated in the following exchange: 
 
Teacher: Alright. What difficulties do you still face in learning English? 
Dedi : The first one is self-confidence. (The teacher stands on the 
male side. Some female students laugh while they are listening 
to Dedi’s remark about the lack of self-confidence.) 
Teacher: Self-confident. Alright. Do you still have lack of self-
confidence? for you? Not for you, yah, but for the other guys? 
(Dedi keeps silent and smiles in response to the teacher’s 
comment). 
(Classroom Observation Day 4). 
 
When the teacher requested the students to identify their biggest challenges 
in learning to speak English, Dedi directly responded: ‘self-confidence’. Other 
students laughed and then the teacher questioned him as to whether he still 
had lack of the self-confidence to speak English, as everyone in the class 
seemed to agree that Dedi’s self-confidence was very high. Dedi himself 
realized that and just smiled when the teacher confirmed his response. 
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Actually, Dedi’s response reflects his strong ties to his classmates. He 
considers that he and his friends share similar ideas and opinions. As he 
often takes on the role of the class representative to convey messages or 
responses to the teacher’s questions, he does the same thing on every 
occasion; almost as an automatic ‘whole of class’ response. This behaviour 
reveals Dedi’s attachment to his classroom community and his consciousness 
of others in the class. The consciousness of others leads to his consciousness 
of self, which is essential to the development of both individual self and their 
social group (Mead, 1962, p.253). This consciousness allows a person to self-
reflect as well as to learn more about their position in classroom activity and 
community contexts. 
 
The understanding of one’s self positioning in relation to others and 
situations allow a person to act appropriately in each event. As Rianti 
suggests:  
I try to adjust myself to my interlocutor. If she is an active and 
enthusiastic person, I will be enthusiastic too. Other persons may be 
quiet so I might not also be too active, so I will be a little bit quiet, try 
to adjust myself (Int2: R.e18).  
 
Rianti’s action is part of her adjustment to the current interaction. Different 
interlocutors provide different actions and, thus different responses in each 
activity are common. The aim of this adjustment is to provide responsive and 
appropriate action. 
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Appropriate responses enhance communication and mutual understanding 
as both of the interlocutors address the issues of interest through a 
reciprocal exchange in a responsive manner. Answerable acts cannot be 
achieved optimally in a passive moment. Bakhtin (1993, p.16) maintains that 
“passive empathizing, being possessed, losing oneself” take a person away 
from the experience and moments that waken their consciousness. That 
consciousness is needed in the learning process in order for students to 
appropriate the knowledge passed on by the teacher. This “consciousness 
awareness” and “volitional mastery” are considered as starters that allow 
students to speak voluntarily and as such, enhance target language skills 
(Vygotsky, 1987, p.221).  
 
In language speaking classes, taking the initiative to talk voluntarily can be a 
powerful strategy for improving language proficiency. However, for some 
students, the expression of self through spoken communication may not be 
an easy task, particularly if the language expected to be used is the target 
language. Speaking in the target language means that the students have to 
deal with not only the meaning of the context but also the new language 
system. As a result, there is a possibility that the intended meaning cannot 
be comprehensive and delivered properly due to limited knowledge of 
vocabulary and of the grammatical system. The use of native language (L1) to 
clarify the meaning in target language (L2) may be a solution for the students 
in the current class.  
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7.2.2.3. Rational and emotional self on participation  
 
From a sociocultural perspective, each individual has a relational being 
through their interaction in communities. Social milieu is considered the 
basis in shaping personal reasoning, motives, and values (Volosinov, 1994). 
Through observations and communication with others, a person builds their 
perspective on the world. Critical thoughts raised within conversations can 
deepen understandings of different standpoints on an issue. In other words, 
by interacting and engaging with other people and tools within social 
systems, a person creates meanings (Lemke, 2000).  
 
The experiences of past and present are sources of consciousness that shape 
a person’s rational thought. The meaning of actions and individual life 
experiences are integral moments in deciding whether thoughts will become 
a part of self in taking action in the present (Bakhtin, 1993, p.3). All opinions, 
words, statements and actions that arise during communication can be said 
to be reflective of past experiences that come to bear on the current activity. 
Bruner (1990, p.64) explain this phenomenon as follows: 
 
We shall be able to interpret meanings and meaning-making in a 
principled manner only in the degree to which we are able to specify 
the structure and coherence of the larger contexts in which specific 
meanings are created and transmitted. 
 
These statements imply that perspectives for each person may vary 
depending on their previous life journey and the emotional states associated 
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with their experiences. As Vygotsky (2004b, p.18) maintains, “we see 
everything with completely different eyes depending on whether we are 
experiencing at the same time grief or joy”.  
 
Previous experiences can be understood as the closest phenomenon that can 
be recalled or used to deal with current events or moments. They are the 
first insights that come to mind when similar events occur. In classroom 
participation, the students’ values and experiences are reflected in their 
rational and emotional words and actions. One example of this phenomenon 
can be seen on Day Four when Dedi responded to the teacher’s questions 
related to tips on learning English outside the class. One of the tips provided 
by the teacher was to practise English alone at home by reading aloud and 
writing a journal. Dedi responded:  
 
I think the tips are good but, here, for local people are very difficult, I 
feel. I read the tips like this before. It is difficult to follow (Classroom 
Observation Day 4).  
 
Dedi discovered that his previous experiences did not help him to apply the 
tips. From the interview, he said that he made a lot of effort to improve his 
skills in English from the time he was in junior high school, including 
memorizing 20 words every day. He felt that the teacher’s tips were quite 
difficult to apply if self-motivation was low. From Dedi’s own experience, 
finding friends who could support students’ English learning might be the 
best approach to helping students practise their English.  
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The notion that previous experiences form part of students’ ideas in their 
current context is also evident in Lana’s voice when she became the 
spokesperson of her group on Day One. 
 
We have to learn more and take courses outside because grammar is 
very important and also the subject of university curriculum so we 
need to practice everyday (Classroom Observation Day 1).  
 
As described in Chapter Five, Lana had long experience in learning English 
through her participation in informal courses outside the school. She started 
learning English in elementary school. Even now, she is studying Japanese 
and German in an informal language course outside the university campus. 
Thus, her opinions can be said to be reflective of her previous and current 
everyday experiences of taking languages outside campus.  
 
Dedi’s and Lana’s experiences above reveal how previous and current 
experiences shape students’ responses. Both students expressed rational 
aspects of their solutions from the perspective of their own daily habits and 
experiences. Their comments imply that they have achieved satisfactory 
English language learning results, approaching the learning task through 
what seemed to them to be effective learning strategies. From these 
experiential viewpoints, they asserted that these strategies may work for 
others too. There is an example of self-reflection.  
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This point can also be seen in Rianti’s comments on Day Five when the 
teacher asked the students whether or not they practised their English by 
listening to English audio recordings. Rianti replied:  
 
Often, but I am not good at listening skills (Classroom Observation 
Day 5). 
 
Self-reflection provides information about one’s condition at the moment in 
a particular context. This reflection is important as the relational self in 
attitude and personal stance toward a phenomenon can bring historicized 
understanding to the nature of the “answerable participation” in the current 
event (Bakhtin, 1993, p.18). The words or voices may be tentative just for 
that moment because people’s mindsets within social communication 
contexts are dynamic. However, rational thought that appears at that time 
may reflect the individual’s self-concept at the current moment and their 
self-connections to the facts in the real world. This situation can be seen in 
Day One when Rianti presented her group’s opinion on how to use email as 
her group’s problem-solving activity:   
 
Rianti :  You can learn from your friend how to use email. First, may-be, it will 
be hard a little bit but after that you will learn, learn, and learn. We 
believe that after learning you will get used to and will be able to use 
email. 
Teacher : Any comment?   
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Surya : (Surya raises his hand) Listen to me please! Maybe you can share with 
your friend how to use email right, and then I think, in this era, 
everybody can use email right, so this is impossible. 
Some peers: This is the problem raised on the material (they say it while 
laughing and smiling. Surya laughs when his friends complain about 
his comments. Dedi laughs and shakes his head looking at Surya. 
Most of his friends smile). 
(Classroom Observation Day 1) 
 
Surya’s comments certainly suggest that his opinion is based on his own 
everyday experiences that it is impossible in this modern era not to use email 
since social media has become part of everyone’s life. Particularly, this case 
is raised with regard to the students’ problems in their first year at the 
university. These conversations actually have two possible meanings. The 
first possible meaning lies in the notion that, although the classroom 
comments and ideas were relevant to the task at hand and may not be of 
such relevance anymore, they remain embedded in the participants’ 
experiences. The second meaning is possibly that within communicative 
contexts, social agreement on the meaning establishes particular social 
norms in relation to standards to be met around acceptable or appropriate 
comments. 
 
The complaint addressed to Surya reveals that “social convention” shapes 
the rational perspectives of the current event (Gergen, 2009, p.78). The 
social convention allows the statements to be perceived as acceptable or not 
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and also invites a positive or negative response. On Day Three, for instance, 
when the students were required to talk in pairs and later the teacher invited 
the students voluntarily to present their discussions in front of the class, 
Surya’s comments on the comparisons between his home town Langsa and 
Paris were met with disapproval from his friends. They expressed their 
disapproval mostly through non verbal signs. This discussion was described 
below:  
 
Tedi: Tell me about your hometown. 
Surya: My hometown is Langsa city right. 
Tedi: What do you mean with ‘city’? Why do you mention city? 
Surya: Okay. Listen to me please. It is like Paris. (Other students laugh 
and say huuu to him. He does not care and then explains why he calls 
Langsa Paris). 
Surya: Why I say that because Paris is shopping city. In Aceh, Langsa is 
shopping city too. Langsa is very cheap not like Banda Aceh, 
everything is very expensive, right. So if you want to buy 
clothes, go to Langsa because Langsa is the right place to 
shopping. But unfortunately, Langsa doesn’t have many 
tourists because it doesn’t have a beautiful beach. Langsa is a 
safe city and Langsa has more… I mean that Langsa has a 
million modish people. (Other friends laugh and say ‘huuu’ to 
him again. Surya also laughs as he continues talking).    
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Surya: It is true… May-be because Langsa near Medan so Langsa is a 
modish city (he smiles).  
(Classroom observation Day 3). 
 
Surya makes his statements based on his personal opinions, which are very 
different from his friends’ opinions. Although his friends show their 
disapproval through their responses, Surya continues to defend his reasoned 
opinions. He ignores his friends’ disagreement by providing more facts. 
Interestingly, this dialogue reveals something about Surya’s character and 
background. For example, Surya compares the costs of purchasing clothes in 
Langsa with those in Banda Aceh and describes the differences in the way 
people in these two cities dress. The fact that his parents have clothing 
stores in Langsa and that he often helps them during holidays provides 
further support to the notion that Surya’s close family experiences and 
surrounding social milieu present the background for his thoughtful and 
rationally considered opinions.  
 
This example also demonstrates that rationale always occurs in relationship 
(Gergen, 2009, p.77). This is also in line with Vygotsky’s idea that “there is 
nothing in mind that is not first of all in society” (1978, p.142). A social 
relationship is critical to the emergence of rational thought and both cannot 
develop in isolation. Through interactions with others, individuals learn 
values that guide the development of their thinking processes and the 
emotional expression of their thoughts.   
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Students’ responses through their words, actions, and facial expressions, 
speak to their feelings in the current situation. From these responses, the 
students indicate “the truth of the given moments” (Bakhtin, 1993, p.37). 
Agreements and disagreements may be reflected in, or inferred from the 
students’ verbal and non-verbal responses (e.g., vocal characteristics, facial 
expressions, gestures, posture). In this light, whatever their personality, 
there is a universal action that comes to each student as an agreement that 
the current moments or words are interpreted in a particular way as being, 
for example, humorous, or sad; states of being that people learn through 
interactions with society. These expressions can be seen during the students’ 
interaction and communication. The situation during the conversation affects 
individual body language, particularly facial expressions, which are a 
reflection of their responses to the meaning of the interlocutor’s words.  
 
As discussed in Chapter Three, the structure of human mental functioning 
should be perceived in the unity of the human body. Thus, when people 
communicate their ideas, all mental and physical-mental states create a 
synchronized set of motions (e.g., actions) in order to produce an 
appropriate outcome. Emotions are understood to shape these responses 
and are part of the expression of human feelings which are integrated with 
actions and thought processes. The presence of emotions as responses in 
communication can be viewed as a reflection of one’s personal character in 
the current moment and also asserts the actual state of an existing event 
(Bakhtin, 1993). In classroom contexts, the way students contribute and 
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respond to various activities in their interactions with their peers may 
suggest certain emotions.  
 
To illustrate, on Day One of group work for problem-solving activities, Rianti 
was involved in a lively group discussion to find the solution for the case 
concerning a new student who had never used e-mail. During the discussion, 
one of her group members was quite active in giving his different opinions; 
however, Rianti’s facial expression suggested that she might not share his 
opinions. Through her use of hand gestures and holding her notes, Rianti put 
forward her own perspective and successfully convinced her group members 
to agree with her solution, which was to ask a friend to help the new student 
in using e-mail. Her enthusiasm seemed to encourage her group members to 
pay attention to her and agree with her reasoned argument. Her 
communication skills in this situation are the likely reason Rianti was 
assigned the role of group spokesperson in the later discussion.  
 
Rianti’s emotional tone, reflected in her facial expressions and gestures, 
create the impression that her opinions are rationally based. The use of 
expressive words and gestures may make the person sound more convincing 
than if there was no emotion shown. In other words, involving the emotional 
states in communicative actions can help to “rationalize reasons and actions” 
(Lupton, 1998, p.16). This may accord with Bakhtin’s (1993, p.34) assertion 
that “actual act-performing thinking is an emotional-volitional thinking, a 
thinking that intonates, and this intonation permeates in an essential manner 
all moments of a thought’s content”. In other words, the appropriate 
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emotional tone makes the content more convincing. An appropriate 
expression that follows the actions may shape others’ responses as concept, 
image, and intonation are integral aspects that contribute to the 
“answerably valid” in communicative actions (Bakhtin, 1993, p.31). Here, 
personality plays its role in shaping the way emotions are expressed. 
 
In participation and interaction, each student reveals their emotions in each 
event based on their personal characteristics. From one’s emotional tone in 
voice, gestures, and actions, others receive messages about the character of 
the person as well as of their socio-cultural background. This may be 
understood in light of what Vygotsky (1994, p.342) describes as “emotional 
experience”, which is considered as representative of “personal 
characteristics” and “situational characteristics”. Vygotsky explicates 
emotional experience as responsible for specifying the attitude to current 
issues. This is given as one of the reasons for different responses to emerge 
from the same activity as these “constitutional characteristics” are 
influenced by different emotional experiences (Vygotsky, 1994, p.342).  
 
Personal reasons behind the responses that are learned from society enter 
internal functioning and from there are reflected in emotional states during 
communication with others. For the most part, these cannot be separated 
from motives, situations, and rational bases. The motivational effect of the 
accomplishment of the communication cannot be ignored either. Leontiev 
(1978, p.120) mentions that “the special feature of emotions is that they 
reflect relationships between motives (needs) and success, or the possibility 
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of success, of realizing the action of the subject that responds to these 
motives”. This implies that through emotions, a person tries to achieve 
something that can bring positive change to self and others.  
 
7.3. Personality and changes: The impact of the classroom dynamic 
 
The classroom provides students with experiences that may be similar or 
totally different to their previous experiences inside and outside the class. 
These experiences may contribute to cognitive and affective changes in the 
individual. These changes are part of an adjustment toward the responses 
emerging in the classroom which harmonise with the dynamic of classroom 
events. As a result, new reactions can appear that may be considerably 
different to those experienced previously. This adjustment to “the activity in 
progress” cannot be avoided (Walsh, 2006, p.30), as the classroom consists 
of connected elements that need to be handled in order to have a 
meaningful learning process. The “multilayered” character of these elements 
is considered to be a support tool and condition for performance as well as a 
source of potential tension for the learners (Engeström, 2008, p.27). As part 
of the students’ relational self in the community of learning, these tensions 
are commonplace in the classroom community and have the potential to be 
a catalyst for creativity and productive change.  
7.3.1. Tensions in the classroom activity system 
 
Tension appears as a result of contradictions in an activity system, and as a 
consequence, the activity may not run as smoothly as planned. Contradiction 
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is considered to be a common phenomenon that arises in ways that vary 
from person to person. Engeström (2001, p.137) defines contradiction as 
“historically accumulating structural tensions within and between activity 
systems”. All elements in an activity system have strong connections 
between each other, and when one element undergoes an adjustment and 
transforms, it has the effect of producing tensions in the system (Engeström, 
2008). In classroom contexts, the constraints of class activity can be 
considered to be responsible for the presence of tensions as dealing with 
other people and particular rules and systems in the class may sometimes 
create disagreements and a tense atmosphere.  
 
7.3.1.1. Unsupportive peers in group work  
 
Support from classmates is the key factor in creating a supportive 
environment for a student to practise and to make progress in speaking 
skills. Nevertheless, different students bring a diverse range of characteristics 
to the classroom’s dynamic interaction. Thus, a diverse range of responses 
may occur. To illustrate, being in a group with unsupportive friends may 
make the task of practising English speaking skills a difficult and challenging 
one. Dedi’s comments point out a dilemma in dealing with unsupportive 
friends:  
The problems occurred that I often face in group working is that there 
are some friends who are lazy and do not work at all. It can be said 
that they only put their name on the work group (WN: D.e11).  
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Dedi’s apparent disappointment seems to originate from his awareness of his 
friends’ development in English speaking skill. As the most active student in 
the class with a higher level of competency in English, sometimes his group 
members just listen to him and follow his ideas without contributing their 
own suggestions or comments on the discussion topic. For Dedi and his 
friends, this seeming lack of cooperation may hinder the group’s progress in 
developing English speaking competencies. The aim of working in a group is 
to practice the target language as well as to share ideas in order to complete 
the task at hand. Without everyone’s contributions, Dedi and the other 
group members cannot generate new insights into the topic discussion and 
as a consequence, the whole group misses the opportunity to improve their 
English language competency. For some of the more passive students such as 
Lana and Tina, the presence of active students frees them from the 
responsibility to speak and to share ideas with the whole class. As a result, 
they are not motivated to leave their comfort zone and so they sit quietly, 
listening to the other group members’ discussion, and occasionally offer brief 
comments.  
 
In the English speaking language class, the use of group and pair work is 
aimed at encouraging the students to become more actively involved in the 
discussion, to optimize the opportunity to practise their language skills. 
Through these collaborative ways of working, students not only try to 
improve their language skills but also gain knowledge of the meaning of 
particular issues. To achieve productive outcomes from these kinds of 
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activities, the implementation of collaborative work then needs to be 
followed with intention and effort on the part of each group member to 
engage actively in the discussions. This means that collaborative work is not 
only about enhancing the cognitive aspects of English language learning but 
also about those affective aspects. The effectiveness and the engagement of 
this collaborative work depends on the attitude of the individuals involved in 
it (John-Steiner & Mahn, 2003, p.147). Without the willingness of a student 
to act and respond well to the current activities, these activities may not run 
smoothly and the results may not be optimal. Each action requires a 
response to make it real (Bakhtin, 1993). Thus, appropriate responses are 
crucial to effective communication and to students’ motivation to learn.  
 
7.3.1.2. Unfavourable activity in class 
 
The activities provided by the teacher in the English speaking classes play a 
crucial role for communication practice. Implemented in a supportive 
environment, the activities provide opportunities for the students to practise 
their language speaking skills and develop a deeper understanding of 
language structure. The teacher believes that, along with the planned small 
group activities, a dynamic classroom atmosphere can further facilitate the 
students’ English speaking practice. For this reason, the most frequent type 
of activity is collaborative work, as this provides a wider space for the 
students to actively communicate in English in the limited classroom time 
available. Nevertheless, in reality, each student has their own expectations of 
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and perspectives on what makes for favourable English language learning 
conditions.  
 
One case is exemplified by Lana. She feels that she only sometimes enjoys all 
class activities. Activities that require the students to perform in front of the 
class make her uncomfortable, thus, she does not look forward to such 
classes with enthusiasm. Surya has a different perspective; he really likes the 
speaking class because its various activities allow him to express his 
confidence in using different expressions and words. However, he feels that 
something is still missing from the daily learning situations in the classroom, 
which sometimes makes him feel bored. Surya expresses this condition as 
follows:  
Sometimes, I want the teaching-learning process conducted outside 
class as well as inside the class because I feel that studying in class 
every day is quite boring. I want us to study outside or study tour, to 
relieve the boredom and to gain new knowledge (WN: S.e7b).  
 
His feelings of boredom cause him to shift his attention to other activities 
during the classroom events. Surya often looked at his phone while the 
learning activities were taking place. He also talked with his friends about 
issues that were not related to the topic under discussion. Every time he 
shifted his attention from the discussion, or completed his tasks, he would 
spend time talking with his friend about other things, such as watches and 
computers. As a result, his friends were distracted by him rather than staying 
focused.  
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Although the above tensions can be considered as having the potential to 
hinder the students’ learning progress, they can also become a source of 
further development, particularly if the students take appropriate actions. 
Engeström (2008, p.27) argues that tensions occurring in an activity system 
have a “development potential” effect as they allow people to identify the 
source of difficulty, and consequently find a solution for disturbances in the 
system. However, this effect can be optimized to enable an individual to 
achieve the objective of their activity only under particular circumstances, 
which involve the individual’s motives and goals as well as the support 
available from the social context in which the activity is conducted. Here, the 
quality of interaction in the classroom plays a crucial role in limiting negative 
tensions that can significantly reduce “the developmental transformation” of 
the students (Thorne, 2005, p.402), and in shaping the way the students 
handle these disturbances. In other words, the tensions can bring positive 
change or not depending on the way the individual is addressing them in the 
activity system and the condition of the social milieu. Further discussion will 
explore students’ actions and creativity by looking at the effects of tensions 
and the position of personality in relation to these.  
 
7.3.2. Personal actions and creativity 
 
Actions and individual creativity play an integral role in human interaction 
systems as neither can be separated from thinking processes and personal 
interpretation, which are the major aspects in taking actions. Self-
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interpretation toward the topic discussed in communication and the 
interlocutor’s actions determine appropriate and meaningful responses. The 
individual’s creativity in the classroom can be deduced from their comments 
and ideas and also from their movements and actions as a response to the 
demands of the classroom activities. Vygotsky (2004b, pp.10-11) maintains: 
“Creativity is present, in actuality, not only when great historical works are 
born but also whenever a person imagines, combines, alters, and creates 
something new, no matter how small a drop in the bucket this new thing 
appears”. Each student can produce a creative work through interactions in 
the community of learning, both in individual and collaborative work. As 
tensions have a tendency to force responses or reactions, creativity can also 
be expected to emerge in students’ actions. 
 
7.3.2.1. The effects of tensions 
 
Dealing with peers and the task at hand is an important consideration in 
addressing the tensions emerging as these tensions mostly derive from the 
reactions of peers and from issues related to classroom activity. Engeström 
(2007) notes that through other people and mediated tools, conditions can 
be changed and a person can play their role as an agent. For those who are 
able to present their ideas to the class and participate actively, their efforts 
are directed towards maximizing the presence of the peers around them, 
such as encouraging friends to discuss, choosing friends, and continuing to 
interact, in order to transform the situation into a more favourable learning 
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environment. Dedi’s case can be a positive example of the above 
characteristics.   
 
Dedi’s disappointment with the way his peers were responding to the task at 
hand in their group work made him change the style of his collaboration with 
his group members in order to promote effective group discussion. He later 
tried to make his peers become more active by encouraging and giving them 
more opportunities to participate in the discussion or to act as a 
representative of the group. His efforts were quite successful. On the two 
occasions Dedi’s group was observed, each of the group members 
demonstrated their active contribution. Although Dedi still acted as the 
expert, he attempted to lead the group towards more equal discussions. He 
often acted as a moderator or facilitator for his group and whenever his 
friends had problems communicating their group’s ideas or solutions, 
through forgetting their words or misspelling words, Dedi helped them. 
These efforts promoted development not only for his team members but 
also for him as he had partners to practise with and opportunities to learn 
new and different ideas from various perspectives. This situation accords 
with Vygotsky‘s concept of the ZPD which situates Dedi as a skilled student 
who has the ability to collaborate with his teammates to produce particular 
outcomes. Through his actions as a facilitator, Dedi’s group members have 
much to learn from him. Taking Rogoff’s (1993, p.135) perspective, Dedi can 
be said to be a “mature peer” who can lead the discussion and help his much 
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less experienced peers to gain an understanding through sharing ideas in an 
effective way.  
 
Nevertheless, self-development or learning progress can still occur in 
collaborative work with equal team members or partners as long as each 
member has an intention to share meaning in a dialogue during 
communicative events. All dialogical events that are conducted in a 
collaborative context generate meanings that build knowledge and 
understanding. As Bakhtin (1994, p.76) notes, “understanding and response 
are dialectically merged and mutually condition each other; one is impossible 
without the other”. Bakhtin’s observation here implies that two-way 
communications will provide a significant meaning to each interlocutor. 
Rianti realizes this situation. She succeeds in securing an equally active 
partner to practise her English with by sitting next to more active students. 
Her efforts, by choosing a chair next to the active ones, seem to be 
supported by the way the teacher picks out group members or partners to 
work on collaborative tasks. The teacher often asks the students to be in the 
same group with those who sit next to them.  
 
Rianti’s experience and efforts reveal that peers in the community of 
learning can be considered as the most important support factor, as the 
communication and interaction process, which is the major activity in the 
English language speaking class, cannot occur without them. They become a 
source of inspiration, imagination, and creativity; and can strengthen self-
potential and limit weaknesses. The strength of friends may be used to cover 
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the weaknesses of self and to improve self-confidence. This is how Lana and 
Tina handle the tensions in their class. They often responded to the 
classroom discussions along with other friends so they could avoid being the 
centre of attention. However, they did make an effort to be active.  
 
An intention to deal with an unpleasant situation or an unfavourable 
moment in class allows the students to think ‘outside the box’ and find 
possible ways to create a different atmosphere. Through intention, students 
can control their actions by creating appropriate situations and connections 
(Vygotsky, 1997b, p.211). An example of this comes from Surya. He handles 
classroom boredom by creating more interesting statements and offering 
ideas which are different from other students’, and by delivering these in a 
unique and personal way. He intends to create an atmosphere that allows his 
friends as well as himself to escape boredom during their learning sessions. 
His intention is implied when he represented his group in proposing a 
solution for Sophie’s dilemma in choosing one from three men who offer her 
a serious commitment, in the Day Five classroom observation:  
 
All of you choose Ethan. All of you choose Ethan. So it is boring right. 
(Listen to the same answer from each group). All of you choose Ethan 
(Classroom observation Day 5). 
 
By emphasizing the ‘it is boring’ and by repeating it a couple of times, it 
suggests that Surya considers the effects of his responses and ideas on the 
classroom situation.  
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Another example can be seen, for instance, on the Day Two observation, 
when Surya played a role as an arrogant bus passenger, he succeeded in 
portraying an arrogant figure through body language, facial expressions, and 
choice of words when arguing with another student who played the bus 
passenger sitting next to him. Surya builds his creativity by combining his 
“originality” and “task appropriateness” in his performance in class (Beghetto 
& Kaufman, 2013, p.12). He combines his personality, his knowledge and 
perspectives of the case to complete the task at hand and create a difference 
in the atmosphere. The phenomena around him become a source of 
inspiration and creativity in taking action and in presenting his solutions or 
ideas to others.  
 
Surya’s actions and responses reveal that all aspects in the classroom can be 
a source of inspiration for self-improvement. Through their efforts to handle 
an unfavourable situation in class, the students have built their creativity 
through some unusual actions. Vygotsky (2004b, pp.28-29) notes:  
 
The human needs to adapt to the environment. If life surrounding 
him does not present challenges to an individual, if his usual and 
inherent reactions are in complete equilibrium with the world around 
him, then there will be no basis for him to exercise creativity. 
 
Through challenges in the classroom, the students learn new things that 
make them think. Their thinking processes lead to the creation of new ideas 
and are reflected in action. The effects of this action can benefit both the 
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creator and the audience as they are exposed to this creative idea.  
Whatever the efforts exerted, the students create new signs for their friends 
in their interactions. Their efforts later provide new social meanings for the 
class. Actions and social meanings appear following interactions among the 
students in the class as each session can provide different behavioural 
possibilities and reactions which may be experienced in uniquely individual 
ways (Lemke, 2000). 
 
7.3.2.2. The position of personality 
 
Students’ characteristics influence their creativity in solving task problems. 
The more confident and experienced the students, the more creative they 
can be in using their surrounding situations to achieve optimal learning and 
reach their goals of joining in with the classroom activity. They do not 
hesitate to act and react in particular ways to make a difference to the 
current situation in a way that supports their self-development. The students 
who are not afraid to take various actions or show their personality are more 
creative in utilizing the classroom materials, the topic and the situation in 
collaborative interaction with their peers. For example, Dedi tries to 
encourage his friends to be active; Rianti tries to keep close to her active 
friends; and Surya frequently makes amusing statements and particular body 
gestures based on his role. All of them make different efforts to serve their 
needs in the classroom. As mentioned in Chapter Five, Rianti, Dedi and Surya 
engage in more interactive experiences related to their English speaking 
skills. The more frequent the communication or dialogue, the more 
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adjustments are evidenced in actions, speech and thought; such adjustments 
are likely to enrich “mediational resources” for current activities, or for 
similar activities in the future (Wells, 2002, p.61). 
 
Various experiences mean that different types of activities inspired by these 
may allow a person to be exposed to creative ideas. Vygotsky (2004b, p.30) 
notes: “Creation is a historical, cumulative process where every succeeding 
manifestation was determined by the preceding one”. People gain 
inspiration from their previous experiences as a guide for current action. In 
effect, they have more creative possibilities and choices for future actions 
since diverse experiences may enhance imagination (Vygotsky, 2004b, p.15). 
Creative aspects of past experiences may shape later thinking and aspects of 
personality. In other words, “the more positively people experience creative 
activities, the more creativity becomes a part of their personalities” (Moran 
& John-Steiner, 2003, p.78). Nevertheless, whatever the students’ 
personalities, they can be creative and active as long as they have initiatives 
and desires to participate in the current situation and activities, and are not 
afraid to articulate their unique ideas and understandings.  
 
If students are unable to show their unique self, their creativity may only 
emerge in social contexts where they feel safe. For instance, both Lana and 
Tina’s major tension comes from their lack of self-confidence. Thus, the main 
effort should be directed towards self-encouragement and being braver in 
communicating in front of peers. However, it seems that their efforts to 
reduce tensions are not strong enough. Most of the time, inconsistencies 
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occur in their actions, which they explain by their passive nature, especially 
when their friends play a more dominant role and do not encourage them to 
contribute. They are more likely to be controlled by the dominance of other 
friends. The efforts and initiatives are necessary as it ensures the expected 
actions are undertaken.  
 
For a speaking skills class, initiatives in communicative action is crucial to the 
progress of the action. Communication in class is about taking the initiative 
to speak at the right moment (Van Lier, 1988). Hence, a low level of initiative 
may limit opportunities to speak as others may take that space. As a result, 
the moment for practice is quite limited. As such, fewer classroom practice 
opportunities limit the extent to which students can become more proficient 
in their English speaking. This situation may be exacerbated if students also 
have few opportunities to practise outside the classroom context.  
 
In short, personality plays a significant role in shaping actions and 
behavioural responses in terms of the person’s expression of their personal 
creativity. Activities are developed and connected based on personality 
(Axel, 1997). Since social interaction allows the personality to develop, 
previous activities play an important role in present activities. This 
personality development process takes place within individual consciousness 
and needs, and it arises from this “adaptive activity” (Leontiev, 1978, p.108). 
Thus, active involvement and participation in an activity may stimulate 
consciousness of rich previous experiences that may further personality 
development. In more passive participation contexts, such development may 
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not occur (Bakhtin, 1993).  Leontiev (1978, p.105) states: “The development 
is a process of self-movement - internal moving relations, contradictions, and 
mutual transitions so that its prerequisites appear in it as its own changing 
moments”. 
 
7.3.3. Personal changes in communities of learning  
 
The development of self-capacity in both cognitive and affective domains is a 
key anticipated outcome within the classroom learning process. Changes that 
may follow the teaching-learning process depend on all relational aspects 
within the classroom activity system. Leontiev (1978, p.111) argues:  
 
The power of reaction can act only through the external and in this 
external its transition from the potential to the actual takes place: its 
concretization, its development and enrichment—in a word, its 
transformation, which is essentially a transformation also of its 
carrier, the subject himself. 
 
The self-transformation or self-change does not occur in an isolated space. 
The environment allows people to build new perspectives that play into their 
actions and responses. The students’ responses to each of the activities 
offered in class always connect to all elements in the system as part of a 
responsive action. These elements can encourage the students to be more 
involved in classroom activity. Surya, for instance, says that his actions will be 
different depending on which class he is in and which classmates he is 
learning with:  
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For this class, I do not keep image but for other class, in a combined 
class, if there is a subject that combine with other students from 
different class, like Arabic, I really keep my image, just keep silent. I do 
not talk to them (Int2:S.e58). 
 
Surya gives credit to his classmates, teachers, and class materials for 
improvements in his self-confidence that have helped him to be more 
expressive in his classroom responses. As a consequence, and as he reflects 
below, he feels more comfortable with his classmates and pleased with his 
English capabilities:  
 
There are some changes happening to me right now. Actually, I am 
not brave talking in front of people, but it is a demand to get a score 
so whether I like or dislike, I have to come forth to act…Previously, If I 
have to come forward first, I am not so brave and I tremble when I 
talk. Now, it has already changed, I am able to talk easily. I can talk in 
front of the class with relaxed...If I come into different class, I must be 
tremble. I am not brave to talk first. But now, I am brave to talk first 
(Int2:S.e56). 
 
Rianti also perceives that changes she has observed in herself are due to a 
supportive classroom environment. She says that she has just started to have 
her confidence back this semester after being a more passive student last 
semester due to her worrying concerns about her mother’s health problems. 
Although Rianti does not deny that her mother’s improved health has 
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revived her spirit, she acknowledges that the supportive class atmosphere 
and her friends have re-invigorated her active nature in communicating and 
participating in any classroom activities. As she reflects:  
 
I am the kind of person, after I understand myself from my 
participation in drama performance in many schools, I am not 
confident if there is only a little audience. If there are many audiences, 
I can produce the actions outside rehearsal….I don’t know where it 
comes from. It comes automatically in me (Int2:R.e62). 
 
By referring to her previous experience in high school, Rianti implies that 
responses from her peers encourage her to develop her ideas and her 
actions. Her reflection also reveals responses to her own actions and 
reactions by others in the classroom.  
 
The presence of supportive peers can enhance self-ability and creativity as 
well as develop a person’s character. Responses in the form of words or 
gestures provide students with feedback on their actions and comments that 
can give some indication of how the students’ peers are understanding their 
actions or stance on the current discussions. When a learner feels that their 
actions receive positive feedback from their peers and their teacher, they 
feel good about their actions and learn that those actions can be called on at 
another time within a similar activity context. For this reason, active 
contribution and participation is necessary in order to facilitate the 
development of self and others. Through participation and contribution, a 
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person understands their position, and this can then lead to appropriate, 
meaningful, and possibly more creative responses.  
 
Creativity can only emerge within active participation in classroom events. 
The need for answerability in communication and interaction encourages 
students to try to fulfil these needs through seeing the possibility and 
potential of their efforts and ideas that can be applied in class. By 
empowering the community of learners, the learners can also empower 
themselves. Dedi captures this notion by saying:  
 
My ability has improved after learning in this class... I like to plan 
something…. Sometimes, Miss Ata comes into the class and asks 
‘what should we learn today?’ So I try to have a brilliant idea, easy, 
make sense and interesting for my friends, but, sometimes, I do not 
have any good ideas. That is my problem (Int2:D.e132). 
 
Dedi’s words imply that he is strongly motivated to contribute unique and 
different ideas to his class. His intentions to help his friends to actively 
communicate in English to practice their speaking skills encourage him to 
find effective ways to facilitate practice opportunities. His English speaking 
experiences outside the campus mean that he can make appropriate 
adjustments to the classroom activity that accord with both his friends’ 
characteristics and the classroom context. As a result, Dedi considers the 
situation and his position in the context of the event to maximize his 
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presentation of self to others. On the idea of understanding the self in 
relation to others, Bakhtin (1993, p.18) observes:  
 
To understand an object is to understand my ought in relation to it 
(the attitude or position I ought to take in relation to it), that is, to 
understand it in relation to me myself in once-occurrent Being-as-
event, and that presupposes my answerable participation, and not an 
abstracting from myself.  
 
Dedi’s appropriateness in locating his role in the activity not only benefits 
him in his fluency but also encourages him to flourish. On the basis of these 
observations, it appears that Dedi has a strong motive to further develop his 
English speaking skills and that this motive to progress may also flow from his 
peers.  
 
Internal self-motives and self-confidence, if these are respectively negative, 
or at a low level, become significant obstacles to the promotion of active 
participation in the classroom. This lack of motive and confidence often limit 
the outcomes achieved by students in their efforts to contribute actively to 
class discussions. Some students find it relatively easy to respond to others, 
while for other students, responses may not come that readily.  However, if a 
student appears to be unresponsive to others, it does not necessarily mean 
that there have been no changes in that student’s learning or understanding. 
Tina says that she asks and listens to her peers and the teacher in order to 
gain confidence and to make progress in her English language capabilities, 
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particularly in relation to expanding her English language knowledge and 
vocabulary and refining her pronunciation.   
 
Needs and motives can be said to be key drivers in the realization of action 
(Leontiev, 1978). Both of them make people conscious of the goals and 
intentions of their actions; either explicitly or implicitly. Leontiev (1978) 
explains the impact of motives by seeing these as connecting with emotional 
sense and spurring the action. Emotions allow the motive to be realized in 
action as part of “psychic reflection” (Leontiev, 1978, p.122). All efforts 
directed towards the achievement of particular goals can be said to 
constitute productive forces driven by internal motives that can help people 
see the potential of their actions.  
 
Among the participants, only Lana feels that she has not experienced any 
significant change in her confidence and participation. She says that she is 
more active outside the class and practises her English speaking more 
frequently in her everyday interactions with others. Her apparent shy and 
quiet nature seems to make her more comfortable sharing her ideas in 
person through face-to-face interactions in informal situations, where she 
can avoid getting too much attention from others as would happen in formal 
classroom contexts. As she related: 
 
There may be no change in me in class. I only practise outside. I am 
more active outside the class (Int2:L.e52).  
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If I am not in class, I am more active. If my friends speak to me in 
English, I reply in English. But this does not happen in class 
(Int2:L.e72).  
 
Lana’s statement suggests that she sees herself doing more practice when 
involved in communicative interactions outside the class.  
 
The outcomes that emerge as a result of classroom interactions may be 
acknowledged directly in the class and can also be realized later outside the 
classroom context both in the present and possibly in the future. This is 
possible as the English language learning outcomes can only be identified 
when participants engage in a dialogue or in communicative events. For 
passive participants, their improvement may not be readily apparent, 
particularly in speaking classes, due to their infrequent classroom discussion 
contributions. However, as suggested by Lana, when students practise their 
English outside the class, they may be more likely to apply language concepts 
acquired in the class. They practise or make it real in conversation outside 
the class. Thus, the results of English learning in the class may be more 
apparent outside rather than in the class.   
 
7.4. Conclusions 
 
The students’ personalities affect the responsive actions performed in each 
classroom task and vice versa. In Leontiev’s words, “the personality of a man 
is in no sense pre-existing in relation to his activity; just as with his 
consciousness, activity gives rise to personality” (1978, p.105). In this activity, 
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self cannot stand alone as an independent element. Self has a whole 
meaning with others and comes into existence as the effect of its attachment 
with the environment and social life deepens. In the classroom, this relation 
starts when the students bring their unique selves, backgrounds, and 
experiences to the class. As a result, the diversity in students’ actions 
becomes part of the fabric of the daily classroom context. These actions 
constitute the differences experienced in an individual’s learning journey and 
life story and lead them to have deeply personal and distinctively unique 
perspectives on particular moments. Individual expressions in later 
communication cannot be separated from this “choice of thoughts, images, 
and impressions” (Vygotsky, 2004b, p.18). Previous experiences permeate 
current situations in the classroom. 
 
The combination of personal characteristics, self-perspectives, peer 
interaction, and activities in the class, are likely to play into the participants’ 
actions. Connections between all of those aspects produce not only the 
outcomes of learning, but also the tensions that bear on adjustments to their 
reactions in dealing with the current situation. Whatever contradictions are 
present in their activity system, all participants put effort into dealing with 
these in their own way in order to control the situation. In their efforts to 
deal with any existing tensions, the participants’ personalities, perspectives 
on the situation, motives, and their expectations of classroom activities 
contribute to their creativity in performing actions. Changes occur depending 
on the way participants utilize events and social circumstances. The more 
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confident the person is in taking the initiative and maximizing their potential 
in activity, the more changes occur and the more likely the participants are 
to reach their expected goals. In other words, the creativity to maximize the 
potential of students stems from the use of one’s strengths, weaknesses, and 
opportunities in the classroom. Such creativity is crucial for self-learning and 
development. To make significant changes for themselves and others, 
students need to engage in each classroom activity discussion in ways that 
may be useful for both cognitive and affective self-development. Here, the 
role of the teacher to manage all processes in the classroom is crucial. She 
should recognize that the students’ learning is based on the flow of 
classroom management and the materials arranged by the teacher in the 
classroom. Thus, the use of appropriate pedagogy is crucial in the classroom 
teaching-learning process. This issue will be explored in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 8 
PERSONALITY ISSUES AND RESPONSIVE PEDAGOGY 
 
8.1. Introduction 
 
This chapter presents an analysis of the teaching and learning process in the 
observed class from a pedagogical perspective. The key intention of this 
analysis is to develop a deeper understanding of the reciprocal relationship 
between personality and foreign language learning within the context of a 
classroom activity system. In this system, dynamic interactions between the 
teacher’s and the learners’ actions and responses are understood to shape 
the relationship between the students’ personalities and their foreign 
language learning. This analysis is part of a response to one of the research 
questions in this study which concerns the implications of the students’ 
dynamic actions as a result of participation in classroom activities for 
responsive pedagogy and for constructing rich learning environments. For 
this reason, perspectives from both the students and the teacher will be 
discussed, although the voice of the teacher and her decisions in classroom 
activities will form the major part of the analysis.  
 
The discussions also conceptualize a learning environment that encourages 
students’ personality development. To accommodate these purposes, this 
chapter has three main sections. Firstly, the students’ and teacher’s 
perspectives of the teaching learning process in the classroom are the first 
point of analysis. This is followed by discussion of the richness and the 
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challenges of the classroom context. In the third section, responsive 
pedagogy in the classroom will be discussed. The chapter conclusion briefly 
reiterates the key points of all the discussions in this chapter. 
 
8.2. Teaching-learning process in perspective 
 
The learning process is a relational process. Vygotsky (1978, p.198) argues 
that “human learning presupposes a specific social nature and a process by 
which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them”. 
Interaction with others allows a person to gain knowledge and skills. In other 
words, people learn in social spaces. The classroom teaching-learning 
process then, is a social process. It involves interaction among students and 
the teacher. There is a reciprocal relationship between them, so the 
outcomes of the classroom are the achievement of both teacher and 
students (Gergen, 2009, p.241). Collaboration in the classroom facilitates the 
acquisition of skills (Bruner, 1996, p.94). 
 
In the classroom, the students learn with support from the teacher, peers, 
mediation tools, such as the teaching materials and pedagogically informed 
strategies, activities, and other elements related to the activities on a given 
day. These mediations and other classroom elements are important learning 
resources for students to experience a meaningful teaching-learning process. 
As mentioned in Chapter Six, all of the elements in the classroom activity 
system combined with previous experiences and current phenomena create 
a synergy with the potential to facilitate a teaching-learning process and 
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provide a new experience for the students. The process of interactions with 
these elements in the classroom activities determines the acceptance and 
the internalization of the content of the subject. The impact of each element 
on the students’ learning experience may vary as each student is unique and 
has different experiences and backgrounds; thus, their perspective on the 
learning processes in the classroom may also differ. The participants’ 
perspective and the teacher’s reflective view is presented in this section. 
 
8.2.1. Participants’ views of the classroom teaching-learning process 
 
In this section, the student participants relate their perspective in the current 
English speaking class in response to the interview question about whether 
they enjoy learning in this class. The analysis of the students’ interview 
responses identified that the aspects of their teacher’s characteristics and 
her design of classroom activities are two major factors that appeared to 
play a meaningful role for the students.   
 
8.2.1.1. The view of the teacher’s characteristics 
 
In Chapter Seven, following Bakhtin (1993), it was established that 
interaction and communication can only occur in an active environment with 
particular meanings. Some signs emerge in the classroom communicative 
interaction; that is, between the teacher and students and between students 
and others students as ‘interlocutors’. These signs lead each of them to act in 
particular ways in order to generate productive responses. The more open 
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the teacher is to multi-voices and multi-responses, the more “relational 
participation” from students can be reached (Gergen, 2009, p.248). The way 
the teacher responds to students’ actions can make a particular impression 
on them, allowing them to be more comfortable with interaction and 
communication. This situation is implied in Dedi’s comments: 
 
In this speaking class, Mrs. Ata is easy to interact with, not only with 
me but also with others. The way she teaches is very good for me 
(Int2:D.e122).  
 
Others seem to agree with Dedi’s perspective that the way the teacher 
interacts in the class encourages the students to participate. Surya, Rianti, 
and Tina also explicitly say that they like the teacher. The reasons behind 
their statements may vary but the teacher’s efforts to provide many 
activities for the class create a positive response from the students. This can 
be seen from Tina’s words:  
 
I enjoy studying in this class. The teacher is more pleasant compared 
than the previous one….if the current teacher, Mrs. Ata, hm… she 
tried to make learning in the classroom is not boring. I mean, she 
always has something for the class…for example, we have debate, 
acting and other activity in the classroom sessions (Int2:T.e44)  
 
Tina’s comments suggest that the teacher’s classroom activities play a crucial 
role in building a more attractive classroom environment in order that the 
students can enjoy their learning process. In this sense, the way the teacher 
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manages each activity and responds to each moment in that activity is crucial 
in making the students feel excited to participate. The way the teacher 
conducts herself, for instance, acting as a friend in communication with the 
students, allows them to be confident about sharing their ideas, perspectives 
and opinions. This is along the lines of what Gergen (2009) said that “a bond 
of mutual trust” between teacher and students is built here. This mutual 
trust has the effect of encouraging the students, thus their active side shines 
during this interaction. Their responsive actions emerge and provide them 
with an opportunity to practise their communication skills in the target 
language. Continuous practice increases their responsive actions due to their 
advanced fluency in English. Consequently, interactive communication in the 
target language can be expected to occur and students can develop together 
through this interaction.  
 
Nusbaum (2011) emphasizes that becoming capable leads to responsive 
actions, and through our responsive actions, other people discover the 
capabilities they need to develop self and skills. In the current class, the 
teacher’s and students’ back and forth communicative responses allow the 
students to learn and further develop their potential. Nevertheless, 
differences between students’ personalities, motives, expectations, and 
previous relational participation contribute to diverse responses to and the 
understanding of both the teacher’s choice of classroom activities and the 
teacher’s responses to the students’ engagement with these.  
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8.2.1.2. Classroom activity preferences  
 
From students’ responses to the interview questions about the content and 
activities that they like about this current English speaking class, and also 
from their expressions in written narratives, it is found that students’ 
preferences for and responses to activities conducted in the classroom are 
shaped by the students’ personalities, motives, expectations, and previous 
relational participation. Personality is assumed to play a significant role in the 
students’ decisions about what activity suits and makes them comfortable. 
Leontiev (1978, p.113) argues that “behind the appearance of one activity 
there hides another activity”. He refers to the connection between activities 
and personality, which is assumed to have a reciprocal relationship. Social 
activities are considered a basis for human personality, which in turn acts as 
a realization of this knowledge in other activities. This relationship allows 
actions to become individual and unique. Surya’s interview response may 
reflect this assumption:   
 
I like debate activity. In Debate, there are some rebuttal sessions with 
our opponents. I like rebuttal sessions. … I also like drama. In this 
activity, I always become an arrogant person…and this fits in well with 
me. That is why I like it because whether I like or dislike, I have to 
admit that arrogant is my own character…so I really enjoy playing the 
role as an arrogant person (Int2: S.e52-54). 
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Surya’s statements imply that his preferred activity is related to his 
personality. Through the activity, he finds a space to express himself. He can 
explore his unique side through classroom  activities that expect him to do 
something unusual in class. In his class, Surya appears comfortable saying 
whatever he wants to say to his classmates. However, his responses may be 
different if he is feeling less confident about the activities. This is what 
happens to Lana, who reports that games are her favourite classroom 
activity, as these activities are conducted in smaller group work contexts 
rather than ‘whole of class’, and they seem to invite more individual 
responses. Lana’s seemingly quiet and shy personality means that activities 
requiring her to perform in front of the class or show her ideas to her 
classmates make her feel uncomfortable.  
 
Although personality characteristics such as shyness, strong self-confidence, 
fussiness, friendliness, sensitivity, as established in Chapter Five, seem to 
primarily motivate students’ classroom activity preferences for individual 
learning, motives and expectations also play their part. As suggested in 
Chapter Seven, students’ motives interact with personality in producing 
particular responses. The case of Dedi may best illustrate this situation. As a 
student who is a hard worker and has strong self-confidence, Dedi has no 
problem practising his English speaking skills inside and outside the class. His 
practice in class may be directed towards gaining more proficiency and 
knowledge about the linguistic aspect as learning in class can force him to 
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study this aspect, thus avoiding his tendency to be lazy about learning it at 
home. 
  
Dedi’s intention to be responsive in each classroom activity events is aimed 
at developing his skills and contributing to his classmates’ improvement in 
English speaking skills. His higher capability in English and his seniority to the 
others makes him not only think about his improvement but also about 
others. He has an expectation that his friends have the same enthusiasm to 
develop their skills by being actively involved in each classroom activity, 
however he is quite disappointed with his peers’ responses in class. This 
makes him switch his preferred activity from group work to individual work. 
His concern for his classmates’ practice space brings him to this particular 
perspective. Dedi puts his understanding this way:  
 
Personally, I like retelling a story… because this technique is personal 
work not team work. If working in a team, it can be said that the 
active ones are always the same person. ...I prefer personal work. So 
everyone talks to himself. Last time, they choose friends to be in the 
same group, so the one who is not good at the subject works in the 
same group. So I prefer individual work. (Int2: D.e130). 
 
Dedi wants his friends to take advantage of the opportunity to practise 
English speaking skills in class so they can develop together. Interestingly, 
although he expresses concern about his classmates’ practice space, it 
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appears from the following response that Dedi does not like many classroom 
activities:  
 
To be honest, I do not like learning with many activities in class. I 
understand that the activities are conducted to learn new things and 
to eliminate boredom of students by providing different activities. But, 
for me, I like the simple teaching method which does not spend much 
time for doing other activities (Wn: D.e8).  
 
For Dedi, these many activities may be considered as losing the focus of the 
language expression that he wants to be exposed to through these activities. 
The students may not be mindful of the purposes of the activities, that is, the 
knowledge and skills their teacher expect them to develop. As such, students 
may strive to achieve the minimum level they perceive is needed to meet the 
class requirement. For the teacher, her selection of particular pedagogical 
strategies, such as diverse classroom activities, represent her teaching goals 
and are designed to encourage the students’ active and confident 
engagement in English language speaking activities. The activities encourage 
the students’ involvement in a dialogical form of interaction and 
collaboration which allows them to practise English and communicate with 
each other. In this sense, there is a possibility of less coverage of subject 
content, but the  learning outcomes are much more valuable, particularly 
when it comes to “relational participation” (Gergen, 2009, p.248). This 
relational participation benefits both the students and the teacher. For the 
students, this participation makes them more attentive to their position as a 
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learner (Walsh, 2006), and for the teacher, it provides information about the 
students’ improvement as well as a source of reflection on the entire 
teaching-learning process.  
 
8.2.2. The teacher’s reflection on the classroom teaching-learning process 
 
For the teacher, being involved in a classroom teaching-learning process is a 
comprehensive task, which includes preparation before the class, interaction 
with the students during classroom activities, and reflection on the 
moments, both expected and unexpected. The teacher must immerse herself 
in designing a lesson plan for the students, choose the appropriate course 
material, and consider the human development aspects that ideally link her 
to the ideas or perspectives of past and present educators (Higgins, 2011, 
p.248). Reflective action is necessary for a teacher in order to make an 
adjustment to a particular situation (Schön, 1995).  
 
The teacher’s reflective practice can be considered as an integral part of a 
successful approach in guiding students in their learning. As a manager in the 
class, a teacher is required to give an appropriate response to each session. 
Any responses given by the teacher determine the further constraints of 
activities and interactions in the class. Careful responses and thoughtful 
actions allow the teacher to cultivate a productive class in each event. In this 
light, reflection on the actions and the responses occurring in previous 
situations may provide a new meaning that can frame innovative thought 
(Schön, 1995 p.135). From the interview with the teacher, the reflective 
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actions mostly occurred in planning the subject before the class and during 
the interactions with the students. From these reflections, what happens in 
the classroom and how the class helps the students with their progress 
becomes apparent.   
 
8.2.2.1. Reflection on the teaching-learning process 
 
Lesson planning and decisions about appropriate classroom activities require 
thoughtful consideration, and the performance of the students must be 
taken into account. Observation and interpretation of the phenomena in the 
classroom combined with knowledge of theoretical and pedagogical research 
is crucial for a teacher in planning and decision making (Schön, 1995). Mrs. 
Ata, the teacher, reflects that she plans the lesson by thinking of her main 
goal; to give students more confidence in speaking English. Although Mrs. 
Ata claims that she is not good at designing lesson plans, she reflected that 
she was satisfied that her teaching practice decisions seemed to have 
achieved their pedagogical aims. She emphasizes the importance of 
providing more opportunities for interaction and communication among her 
students. For her, providing an opportunity for each student to speak is 
crucial in speaking class and she believes that her class has achieved this 
goal. As she mentions: 
 
I think even though it is not the perfect one… I think I have tried to do 
my best for my students. I try my best, I would like try to encourage 
the students to speak English well, and they can speak English 
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fluently. They can bring their ideas. Whatever the ideas in their mind 
they can bring out their ideas and can express them in front of the 
class, their friends, and others (Int1: LA.e24) 
 
Nevertheless, she does not deny that many aspects that influence the 
learning process in class have a significant result for the students, so more 
opportunities to practise English may not be enough to produce satisfactory 
results. She states: 
 
I think this is still learning process. They are still in the process of 
learning. So may be there will be something plus or minus, I can say 
plus or minus, like students’ interest, and also the materials (Int1 : 
LA.e22).   
 
Mrs. Ata  is aware that the success of the learning process cannot be 
separated from students’ learning motives and interests. Thus, engaging 
students  in all the activities may present distinctive challenges. This situation 
is reflected in her words: 
 
For a class consisting of many students, it is not easy to keep them 
engaged and to make sure that they are engaged in our class 
(Int1:LA.e32).  
 
The number of students in her class, 26 students, makes it difficult for Mrs. 
Ata to observe and control each student and to judge whether they engaged 
with the class because engagement is related to many factors, both internal 
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and external, such as activity, interests, physical condition, and so forth. She, 
then, tries to cover up this problem by actively seeking feedback from the 
students about their perceptions and opinions on the classroom activities 
and also her teaching method so she can understand her students.  
 
Based on the study classroom observation conducted from 2 May until 31 
May in Banda Aceh, Mrs. Ata utilized two ways of obtaining feedback about 
specific aspects of her teaching. The first one is that she sought direct 
immediate feedback at the end of the class from all students who attended; 
and the second way was from randomly selecting some students to talk with 
after the class was dismissed. She did not use a structured feedback form. 
She asked the students to write or to answer and give their opinions freely 
about the class and the teacher. From these two types of feedback, she tries 
to improve her teaching method. For instance, the week after she received 
writing feedback from the students, Mrs. Ata changed her style of teaching 
slightly in the Day 4 observation, from collaborative work to individual work 
and lecturing, following feedback from the students regarding their need for 
pronunciation knowledge and practice.   
 
Mrs. Ata says that she has tried to give her best to her students. However, 
she realizes that students may have different perspectives and respond in 
different ways to her teaching practices.  For her, the most important thing  
was that her students were making progress in their English speaking.   
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8.2.2.2. Reflection on students’ progress 
 
The teaching-learning process is aimed at improving student competency. 
When the students have a problem with a task, the teacher needs to help by 
looking at new ways of solving a problem. Here, the teacher must construct 
an understanding of the situation as she finds it and reframe it (Schön, 1995, 
p.129). Students’ reflections come along with the teacher’s reflection in 
interaction. These interactions become meaningful when the reflection 
provides a solution to the problem so the students gain new insights that 
lead to skill improvement and, thus progress. Students’ progress involves two 
aspects: cognitive and affective. Mrs. Ata herself defines her major goals, in 
general, to address both cognitive and affective factors in the learning 
process. This approach can be viewed from her expectations which she 
mentions during the interview. 
 
I really expect that ... the material and the knowledge that I have tried 
to give to them or to share ... I hope, I really hope that through 
learning using this material, the students will be able to speak English 
better than before. At least, they are able to use English 
pronunciation. They are aware of using the grammar correctly.....they 
also feel free to speak English so that day by day they can improve 
their speaking ability (Int1: LA.e40).  
 
Although Mrs. Ata hopes and expects that her students make progress in 
their English speaking skill, she realizes that this expectation may not be met 
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by each student due to their diverse capabilities and experiences.  For her, as 
long as they are not afraid to communicate in English, she is happy with that. 
This is the reason, she is quite happy with the progress made by her 
students, particularly in the affective aspect. Mrs. Ata finds that when the 
students interact and communicate in classroom activities, she observes a 
positive development of students’ learning as regards self-confidence in 
speaking English.  She says: 
I think even though they said that they are not confident in … in 
speaking. But I can see that they have, you know, bravery to speak. 
They are able to speak even though their grammar is not really 
perfect or really correct sometimes. (Int1:LA.e12). 
 
She also notes students’ increased motivation and enthusiasm to contribute 
to the classroom activities and discussions. 
 I think they have been ... more motivated in speaking. They look 
more… we say... enthusiastic in speaking...sometimes, I ask them to 
work in pairs, or individually. I ask them some questions, they look like 
they want to be involved in every topic or situation created or 
arranged in the class, but I do not know the result (Int1: LA.e46). 
 
For Mrs. Ata, this improvement has met her expectation. She states: 
Before I come to the class, I really expect that even though they 
cannot speak grammatically correctly, they are brave to speak, they 
have enough self-confidence. Whatever they want to say, even 
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though their grammar is still in problem, they are not afraid to talk. I 
am glad if they change and develop (Int1: LA.e52). 
 
From Mrs. Ata’s responses, she seems to emphasise the role of affective 
factors such as self-confidence in enhancing  students’ foreign language 
learning. Her observation here is based on her understanding that the main 
inhibiting factor for fluency in speaking English is a lack of confidence. The 
reasons for this lack of confidence mostly involve self-perception of English 
capability  and  sensitivity to other people’s opinions. For instance in Aceh, 
some people are reluctant to communicate in a foreign language, particularly 
in public spaces, as they are concerned that others may assume they are in 
some way ‘showing off’ their foreign language speaking competencies. As a 
consequence, people prefer to speak English only in spaces that are 
understood as a place to speak English, such as in classrooms at school or  in 
private foreign language courses, or  in some non-government offices. As a 
result, the students’ opportunities for foreign language speaking practice 
outside more formal class contexts are quite limited. The formal classroom 
may not be the only place to practise. However, such locations generally 
provide the most opportunities for students to speak English, particularly, for 
those who have limited networks with native speakers outside the class. 
Encouraging students to be brave in speaking English in class means that 
they will use this practice space positively and optimally in their pursuit of  
English proficiency. The teacher is therefore required to carefully design her 
teaching strategies and methods.   
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8.3. Classroom context: Strengths and challenges 
 
A responsive pedagogy to expected and unexpected events in class can be 
considered as helping the students to experience a meaningful teaching-
learning process that can develop their potential optimally. However, 
creating an ideal learning environment for each student in the classroom 
may be a challenge for a teacher as they do not only have to prepare 
teaching material but also have to negotiate diverse students’ personalities 
as well as deal with unexpected moments within the teaching-learning 
process. Based on observations and the analysis of interviews with the 
participants and the teacher, some strengths and challenges can be 
identified. 
 
8.3.1. The richness of the classroom learning process 
 
A teacher has a responsibility to manage the class effectively in order to deal 
with all processes in the classroom events. She has a responsibility to engage 
the students with the assigned subject and to facilitate their progress 
suitably and effectively, so they can develop into a productive person in 
society (Wells, 1999, p.243). In essence, the teacher becomes a crucial figure 
in the teaching-learning process because of their role in organizing the 
classroom as well as acting as a mentor and a participant in all activities.  
 
Their methodological presence in class and the way they interact with the 
students is necessarily woven into the whole package. Through these 
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performances, methods and interactions, the students learn about their 
teacher and this leads them to their own perspectives on how to behave and 
respond to each activity. The quality of interaction between a student, a 
teacher, and peers relies on the competency of the teacher in handling an 
interactional process and in understanding classroom learning (Walsh, 2006). 
An appropriate approach will lead to positive responses from the students 
and allow their self-development.  
 
Exposing students to various activities could be considered as one of the 
strengths of the classroom researched in this study. These teaching 
strategies allow the accommodation of students’ preferences for a particular 
learning process and adresses the students’ varied personalities. 
Additionally, a variety of activities addresses or limits possible boredom 
among the students, which can be a major challenge to teachers. Mrs. Ata 
accommodates this challenge by using different teaching techniques and 
multiple activities. As she related:  
 
I think this is a kind of trick or tip to avoid the students’ boredom in 
the classroom. That’s why sometimes I switch from one technique to 
another so that the class will not be monotonous. The students can 
still be interested to participate. They will feel that the class is 
interesting and they are motivated to speak (Int1:LA.e10). 
 
For Mrs. Ata, it is important for students to develop enthusiasm for and 
interest in their foreign language study to optimize their involvement. Such 
 272 
 
involvement is important not only for students’ practice purposes but also 
for understanding language. Variously themed activities, such as role-plays, 
are aimed at promoting and encouraging students’ imaginative engagement 
with the context of the communication. Role-play activities demonstrate 
how foreign language communication is brought into its everyday lived 
context. From Mrs. Ata’s standpoint:   
 
I give them one technique, role play situation, so that...they can act in 
various situations...not always think as a student in the classroom. 
They can think the particular situation like this or like that. They need 
to act based on the instruction in the material. They try to make it 
that they are in one place, in specific, or in special or in certain place 
(Int1: LA.e24). 
 
This idea reveals that there is more than one motive for Mrs. Ata in providing 
particular activities, creating distinctive language learning environments, or 
themes. It is not only about practising a linguistic system but taking into 
account the context that attaches to this foreign language. These 
pedagogical strategies mean that the students are better able to apply their 
English speaking skills in a real world communication context.  
 
The desire to provide a space for each student to practice leads Mrs. Ata to 
frequently use group work for classroom activities. She realizes that each 
student is different and may respond in different and unanticipated ways. As 
she mentions: 
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I prefer to use group work because, sometimes, for students, … who 
do not have good self-confidence, If they work in group, I think it will 
help them to be more interactive with their group members in the 
class so that it can encourage the students to speak English 
(Int1:LA.e6). 
 
Group work or collaborative work can accommodate the multifaceted 
personalities of students and their learning styles. In collaborative work, the 
students are required to focus on solving the case at hand while working 
together with equal opportunities for contributions, whatever the students’ 
differences. Besides, collaborative class work can be said to constitute part of 
the pedagogical effort to provide students with various activities that can 
encourage them to engage in conversation with peers. Interactive 
communication with other students is crucial in learning to operate an 
“internal developmental process” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.90). The students gain 
knowledge and other viewpoints as well as understand themselves through 
this dialogic practice (Bruner, 1996, p.93). In other words, collaborative work 
provides a space to explore different perspectives that can facilitate an 
understanding of the issues. 
 
The open and dynamic nature of a classroom that allows the students to take 
the initiative and use their creativity in delivering their ideas or meaning 
encourages them to participate in collaborative work. The students can give 
their perspectives on current issues based on their experiences and act 
based on their characteristics while working with the task. A sufficient 
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interactive space is required by students to relate their perspective or views 
(Walsh, 2006, p.38). This requirement is increasingly necessary in the 
language classroom as optimal learning moments come from the 
understanding and the verbalization of “concepts” and “language” (Walsh, 
2006, p.38). Mrs. Ata is aware of this and tries to create a comfort zone in 
which her students can talk and discuss. She thinks carefully before making 
any comments about or responses to the students’ comments or actions. 
Mrs. Ata is acutely sensitive to the possible impact of any adverse judgments 
on the students’ perspectives, such as ‘wrong’ or ‘a mistake’. She realizes 
that negative comments or frequent interruptions may limit the space 
students have to talk openly and possibly discourage them from expressing 
their perspectives, particularly those with low self-confidence. Students are 
usually driven to participate in classroom discussion when they obtain more 
appreciation from the teachers during their interactions (Gergen, 2009, 
p.253). 
 
Students’ creativity is appreciated not only in completing the task at hand 
but also in applying themselves to activities in the classroom. The students 
can give their opinions or suggestions related to the classroom activities on 
that day. Mrs. Ata occasionally invites the students to choose the classroom 
activities and discussion themes. She states:   
 
Sometimes, I also prepare additional material that, may be, will be 
possible to apply in class, but when I come to the class I also give 
them some options. For example, I have prepared three topics on 
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three kinds of material ... and then I offer them....”Hello I would like to 
ask you first, do you want to study this or that material”... I think 
there are several times I offered them, about two or three classroom 
sessions, and then they choose which one they like to study on that 
day, so I pick one of them. (Int1:LA.e18). 
 
Mrs. Ata tries to empower the students by asking them to join her in making 
decisions. This prompts a collective action as the teacher and the students 
come together for mutual benefit (Gergen, 2009, p.252). The engagement 
between a teacher and students is built through this communicative 
interaction. Mrs. Ata often raises questions that are not only related to the 
subject discussed but also related to the students’ personal situations.  As 
she says: 
Sometimes, I can see from their faces that they are not really serious 
in studying. Their eyes look tired, maybe lack of sleep. I can see from 
their face that they look tired. I will ask them why their face is 
different from the other days ....I try to ask several questions so that 
they respond and…being involved again in the classroom... 
(Int1:LA.e32) 
 
Mrs. Ata’s statements above imply that she adopts a flexible teaching 
strategy in order to respond to the dynamic nature of the classroom learning 
environment. This flexible teaching strategy benefits her when unexpected 
events happen. One example of an unexpected moment in the classroom 
researched in this study can be seen in the Day One observation. There was a 
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misunderstanding between the teacher and the students about the question 
number that they had to answer. Group four was actually required to answer 
question number 5 but they answered question number 4. The teacher then 
took action by asking the students to answer question number 5 together. 
Also, during the Day One observation, there was a moment when a student 
who had been assigned by her group to answer the question as a 
representative of her group suddenly refused to take responsibility. The 
teacher then let the group decide who would replace her. 
 
Mrs. Ata’s intentions to make students stay engaged with the class lead her 
to choose activities and topics that will suit the students’ level of attention. 
This can be said to be one of her ways to make her class more effective. The 
teaching process that is linked to the students’ daily learning experiences 
provides an active and effective learning process (Daniels, 2001, p.98). Mrs. 
Ata says that she also often opens the class with a light conversation about 
the personal condition of the students.  
 
I often ask them some questions to start the class, such as, are you 
happy today?  I can gain several ideas from their answers… I can 
know the conditions of the students on that day ... the problems they 
face at present… (Int1:LA.e38). 
This communicative style - engaging students in not only the context of 
learning but also in the context of light conversation - can strengthen the 
bond between them. This situation becomes more positive as it may also 
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foster good social relations between fellow students. The students have 
shared the same class previously so they know each other and are familiar 
with other personalities and learning styles. As a result, social relations and 
supportive behaviour among the students are good. This situation benefits 
the teacher in managing each activity and provides students with a friendlier 
environment. This is one of the advantages of this classroom along with 
other points discussed above. However, some challenges are also identified 
as the classroom involves complex processes. These challenges are discussed 
in the following section.  
 
8.3.2. The challenges of pedagogy 
 
Each moment in the classroom provides different situations and responsive 
actions, thus there are many challenges in the teaching-learning process. For 
one thing, the many activities in one day may lead the students to be more 
focused on completing the task than concerned about their improvement in 
language skills through communicative practice. Sometimes, the students 
discuss the case  in Indonesian rather than English to complete the task, 
particularly in collaborative work. The case of Tina, on classroom observation 
Day Two, for instance, may explain this situation. In her small group of three 
persons, as mentioned in Chapter Seven, she took a major part at the first 
session of discussion with her team member by providing her opinions of 
possible roles for each person in the group as, later, they would perform in 
front of the class. All her communication was conducted in Indonesian. When 
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the teacher came and stood next to her, she became quiet because the 
teacher required the students to speak English.  
 
Additionally, responsibilities of collaborative work often fall unequally among 
team members if the teacher does not briefly direct the group to decide the 
division of labour. As a result, some students react more passively and others 
may take more responsibility. This situation is explicitly commented on by 
Dedi when he gives his perspective of group work. He often feels upset with 
the behaviour of his peers in group work. An assigned role for each member 
of a group is necessary, particularly if the group is quite large, say more than 
five persons, such as in the group work for solving problems in Day One and 
Day Five. A brief role for each person in the group allows the students to 
engage in the discussion and contribute equally to the task at hand.  
 
Engaging students in all the activities and monitoring their actions may 
present distinctive challenges for the teacher. As Mrs. Ata has 26 students in 
her class, this makes it quite challenging for her to observe and control each 
student, and check whether they are engaged in the class activity or not. 
Engagement is related to many factors, both internal and external, such as 
activity, interests, physical condition, and so forth. This lack of control means 
that there is an imbalance in participation in classroom activities.  
 
Another concern is that the group members or a partner for pairwork is 
mostly chosen by the teacher based on those students sitting close each 
other. The problem is that the students often sit next to the same person. 
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Thus, they often have the same team members or partner. Consequently, 
the social benefits of working in a group or in pairs in order to share 
perspectives and gain new meanings of the issues at hand may be 
diminished. One of the points of working in a collaborative activity is that it 
allows the students to engage in social activities (Donato, 2004). Students’ 
participation and responsive actions show their engagement and interest in 
the class sessions. An individual is more likely to be engaged and actively 
respond to the situation if they have an understanding of it (Rogoff, 1995). 
This participation is important for their development as it leads to 
internalization. 
 
8.3.3. Compatible goals between participants and teacher 
 
All participants are eager to have English speaking proficiency skills so that 
they may reach their career goal, such as becoming a flight attendant, going 
abroad for continuing study, or having a job in a government office, which, as 
mentioned in Chapter Five, requires them to have this competency. They are 
concerned then not only about having the confidence to express themselves 
in English but also about communicating in it effectively. The teacher also 
wants to enhance students’ proficiency skills but she seems to be more 
concerned about the students’ confidence in speaking English. This concern 
may result in her giving less attention to feedback in relation to students’ 
pronunciation and language system. In addition, her sensitivity to the 
possible impact of adverse judgments on the students’ perspectives as 
‘wrong’ or as ‘a mistake’ may make her decide to provide only general 
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information about the way to pronounce the words or to use sentences 
rather than being strict about such things.  
 
Although there are slight differences in the areas of concern, the participants 
and the teacher are still on a similar path towards the learning goal, that is, 
to develop communicative English skills so English speaking proficiency can 
be achieved. Various activities that encourage students to participate and 
speak English provide an opportunity to develop their communicative skills in 
the target language. The teacher’s efforts in providing a generous space for 
students to practise in order to enhance their confidence, at the end, leads 
to the development of the students’ communicative skills, particularly for 
those who actively participate and take the initiative in being responsible for 
their own learning. 
 
8.4. Pedagogy and personality development 
 
Daniels (2001) argues that the term ‘pedagogy’ refers to a social meaning 
which affects the development of a human’s cognitive, affective, and moral 
function. This implies that pedagogy has an impact on individual psychology. 
This understanding is sympathetic to Davydov’s (1995, p.13) ideas, and 
following Vygotsky, that “education, which includes both human 
teaching/learning and upbringing, is intended first of all to develop their 
personalities”. One indicator of the success or failure of education, then, can 
be seen in students’ personality development. In the classroom, a teacher 
needs to develop students’ personalities in order to support their experience 
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of a meaningful learning process and to develop the values that make the 
students believe in their potential and have the confidence to express 
themselves when conducting the activities assigned.   
 
However, it is not easy to estimate the degree of students’ self-development 
during the teaching-learning process, particularly the development of 
affective aspect. The teacher needs to observe their students carefully during 
interactions throughout the class time, in order to identify any development. 
For this reason, the teacher’s creativity in designing their pedagogy is 
important in realizing this ultimate goal of education. A responsive pedagogy 
to expected and unexpected events in class can only help the students to 
experience meaningful learning that can develop their potential to an 
optimal level. 
 
A response to the personalities of students is important in designing a 
classroom activity, so that the necessary conditions are provided for students 
to participate and engage in classroom activities and learn EFL more 
effectively. The students come to the class bringing particular values, fears, 
and enthusiasm as the result of their previous participation in family, school, 
and neighborhood, which affects the way they learn (Gergen, 2009). An 
awareness of the individuality of students provides the teacher with more 
understanding of the students’ responsive actions, and enables them to 
handle the unexpected situations in the class. This understanding also 
provides an insight into the best learning method for their students’ unique 
personalities. Bruner (1996, p.50) argues that “advances in how we go about 
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understanding children’s minds are a prerequisite to any improvement in 
pedagogy”. He agrees with Garner’s notion of the importance of seeing 
something from the students’ perspective. Garner (2011, p.237) insists that 
“we must place ourselves inside the heads of our students and try to 
understand as far as possible the sources and strengths of their 
conceptions”. Understanding the students will enable an appropriate 
adjustment in teaching and provide meaningful learning experiences. 
Students’ self-description may be one way to get to know them. 
 
Developing a responsive pedagogy to the personalities of students needs a 
re-design of their learning environment that can be done by utilizing various 
mediation tools and encouraging dynamic space for interactions for each 
class member. In a classroom, each activity can be seen as a source of 
learning as it provides unique and different conditions at every moment. 
Individual diversity makes such situations happen. The teacher needs to be 
aware that the classroom is not a stable learning environment. It is uncertain 
and dynamic, thus, dynamic teaching is required. Dewey (1929, p.75) argues 
that “the only possible adjustment we can give to the child under existing 
conditions is that which arises through putting him in complete possession of 
all his powers”. This idea implies that a student can only develop under 
particular circumstances so a teacher has a responsibility to create a 
conducive learning environment by providing the resources and space that 
allow them to flourish. Involving students in a more interactive 
communication and providing more opportunities for them to suggest ideas 
 283 
 
should be part of the teacher’s responsive pedagogy. Through discussion and 
collaboration, students gain understanding of an issue in a situation that 
requires them to share their perspectives and compare them to others who 
may have different opinions (Bruner, 1996). 
   
Monitoring of students’ actions and development when they participate in 
communicative interaction is crucial for acquiring a brief picture of their 
progress, changes they go through, as well as their individual and unique 
personalities. This monitoring is important as students have relational selves, 
as mentioned in Chapter Seven, with various circles of circumstances. Their 
actions may appear unexpected from one moment to another or from one 
day to another as these circles may affect them in various ways that could 
produce uncommon responses. This monitoring should be conducted from 
the start of the class until its end although it is a challenge. Asking questions 
and seeking responses to particular issues may be one way to monitor the 
students’ progress. Their answers and comments show their language skills 
as well as their perspectives of the meaning in context. To avoid the situation 
where passive students have no intention to speak in classroom discussion, 
the teacher needs to randomly request some of these more passive students 
to contribute. Furthermore, it is crucial that the roles of students in each 
group or pairs are clearly assigned in collaborative work. The students can 
decide the roles for each other in their group but the teacher needs to make 
clear which roles are necessary for each activity. 
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However, whatever the efforts of the teacher to provide responsive 
pedagogy for the students’ personality development, curriculum design is 
crucial. Thus, a support from educational decision makers is necessary.  
  
8.5. Conclusions 
 
The students’ meaningful learning experiences emerge through various 
mediators and conditions. It happens as the learning process itself can be 
said to be constituted in relational aspects of surrounding individuals, which 
include their internal and external selves outside and inside the class. 
Nevertheless, the effect of the learning activities provided by the teacher, 
and the teacher’s personality and her interaction with the students are two 
aspects that are acknowledged by the students in the present research to 
facilitate students’ learning. This situation occurs as the teacher plays a 
central role in guiding the mainstream activities in class. Thus, the teacher’s 
responsiveness to the students’ personalities allows the teacher to not only 
provide appropriate material and activities for students but also help the 
students develop their knowledge and personalities.  
 
In a sociocultural approach, personality development is a major focus of the 
teaching-learning process in the educational context (Davydov, 1995, p.13). 
Its emphasis is on the psychological aspect of the students because of its 
impact on the outcomes of their learning process. As Vygotsky (1978, p.90) 
states: “…properly organized learning results in mental development and 
sets in motion a variety of developmental processes that would be 
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impossible apart from learning”. The more appropriate the activities, the 
more effective the classroom learning experience. A teacher then needs to 
be careful in designing her class material and activities. Observation of and 
reflection on the responsive actions of the students in each event is 
important for the teacher. Reflection may enable the teacher to choose 
appropriate pedagogical strategies to implement within the teaching-
learning process.  
 
The effectiveness of reflective practice depends on the personality, motives 
and viewpoints of the teacher. The frequency of reflection is not the same 
for everyone. The more reflective the teachers, the more experiential 
insights they derive from their classes. The development of deeper 
understandings and awarenesses of the students’ responses may lead to a 
better understanding of their individual characters and how they learn. 
Furthermore, tensions that may be experienced by the students in the class 
can be noted and addressed. This way of interpreting the foreign language 
teaching and learning process within the context of an activity sytem can 
inspire the teacher to design and adapt lessons in response to the students’ 
own  responsive actions. In this way, both the teacher’s and the students’ 
goals can be achieved through a more finely-tuned teaching and learning 
experience. 
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CHAPTER 9 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
9.1. Introduction 
 
The main purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between 
students’ personalities and English language learning. The contribution of 
sociocultural background to students’ personality development and its 
impact on students’ interaction and participation in the English speaking 
classroom is an essential part of the investigation. A key focus of this study is 
a closer exploration of the activity system of students as classroom 
participants. In this exploration, the role of students’ personalities in the 
classroom’s communicative events is described, and the implications of the 
students’ actions as a result of their participation in classroom activities are 
assessed. A sociocultural theoretical framework was used to accommodate 
the issues in this study. 
 
The majority of the research discussing the relationship between personality 
and language learning emphasizes students’ learning achievements. 
Explorations of the contributions and effects of sociocultural background on 
students’ personality and their responsive actions in the classroom learning 
process tend to be ignored. Meanwhile, the readiness of students to engage 
with lessons and be actively involved in the classroom cannot be separated 
from their social background and experience in the previous phase of their 
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lives that shaped their present personality, and their particular views, 
actions, and values. In other words, there is another important journey 
outside the classroom that affects the students’ responsive actions. In 
response to this issue, the study sought to understand: What is the nature of 
the relationships between personality and foreign language learning from a 
socio-cultural perspective? 
 
Based on the above main question, this study posed three sub-questions:  
1. How do sociocultural backgrounds and practices contribute to the 
development of personality? 
2. How do students’ personalities influence participation and 
interaction in the EFL classroom? 
3. What are the implications of personality issues for responsive 
pedagogy and for constructing rich learning environments? 
 
All the above questions were discussed in four chapters, from Chapter Five to 
Chapter Eight. The first research question was dealt with in Chapter Five, 
which showed participants’ characteristics, their life stories and experiences 
when they were in high school and elementary school, and their social 
backgrounds. Chapter Six and Chapter Seven addressed the second research 
question. In these chapters, the discussions were focused on the classroom 
situation and the participants’ responsive actions in the EFL classroom. The 
students’ activity system was the basis of analysis. Students’ personalities 
play into communicative events and changes to aspects of personality are 
also part of the discussions. The last question about implications for 
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responsive pedagogy was covered in Chapter Eight. The issues of the 
teacher’s pedagogical style and students’ perspectives on the class were 
explored. 
 
This study used a qualitative inquiry and case study approach. Written 
narratives, interviews and classroom observations were the research 
techniques used for collecting data. Banda Aceh, Indonesia was selected as 
the context of interest. One speaking class from the English Department of 
Ar-Raniry Institute that consists of 26 students, was the object of 
observation. Five students were the case study participants. 
 
This chapter concludes the thesis. In this final chapter, the study’s findings in 
relation to the research questions are presented and summarized. A 
discussion of the possible implications of these findings and a model of the 
relationship between personality and English language learning then follows.  
 
9.2. Review of the findings 
 
Through the analysis of ontogenetic and microgenetic data of language 
learners in an Acehnese higher institution, findings related to sociocultural 
background, personality, and patterns of interaction of five language learners 
emerged. All the students’ previous experiences shaped their personalities 
and influenced the way the students responded to surrounding people and 
situations. All of these experiences and backgrounds are brought to the 
classroom through students’ responses and interactions. These responses 
are unstable due to the dynamic classroom environment, which may provide 
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potential changes for the students. A classroom activity system influences 
students’ participation and creates different tensions and challenges for each 
student. It also provides a potential space for self-development as the 
students’ efforts to deal with these tensions encourage them to think 
creatively. In this sense, different personalities and backgrounds produce 
different responses to the classroom learning process. Summaries of the 
findings of this study are provided below. 
 
9.2.1. Research Question 1: The way sociocultural background and practices 
contribute to the development of personality. 
 
A synthesis of written narrative and interviews reveals that family and the 
social milieu have a reciprocal relationship with participants’ personality. This 
finding is consistent with previous researchers’ claims in relation to the 
influence of sociocultural aspects on personality (Shweder, 1980; Cross & 
Markus, 1999). From the participants’ life stories in this study, the more 
exposed a person is to one environment, the more that environment’s values 
attach to the person. These cultural values could be in terms of language 
preference, responsive actions, and behaviour, which are all adopted within 
communicative events in daily life.  
 
Through interactions with family members at home and others in the 
community, students’ values and rules are internalized and adopted as self-
characteristics. These generally unwritten values and rules are implied in 
some restrictions of attitude and habits at home and society through 
 290 
 
modeling or habitual actions. Values established in the family may or may 
not accord with those held generally by the family’s community or by 
society’s institutions. Significant persons in an individual’s life in terms of 
their close communications and frequent interactions are likely to shape the 
individual’s own values, decisions, and actions. For instance, in this study, 
Rianti acknowledges her confidence as part of the values she absorbed from 
her mother when she was a child, that is, to be confident when doing a good 
thing; Surya says his father’s behaviour became a model for his actions; and 
Dedi gives credit to his uncle for educating him about life values, with the 
result that he regarded his uncle as one of the most important people in his 
life. The closest person during childhood plays an important role in 
transferring basic values and ethics as children imitate and adopt the 
behaviour of others to guide their way (Mead, 1962; Hurrelmann, 1988). 
Later, these values may not be followed anymore or may decrease, 
depending on the level of attachment, as the environment outside the house 
may later dominate self-values in daily life (Hurrelmann, 1988).  
 
Another finding that emerged in this study confirms that motive and goals 
cannot be separated from the circumstances in which a person finds 
themselves. These social circumstances become an inspiration that creates 
motive. For example, Surya’s motive to learn English derived from his 
cousins, who had difficulty finding their dream job due to their lack of English 
skills; Dedi’s impression of the English skills of his senior in junior high school 
and the 2004 tsunami motivated him to learn English seriously. Dedi noted 
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that Acehnese who had competency in English had more opportunities to 
participate in the recovery program in post-tsunami Aceh. These findings 
show that events in social life and other people’s experiences are a 
motivational source, in this case, to gain proficiency in English. The motives 
of the participants in this study reflect the meaning of motive defined by 
Leontiev (1978) as a social historical context. Social context is a source of 
motivation as well as a place to actualize actions related to motive (Axel, 
1997). As Volosinov (1994, p.58) states: “Each person’s inner world and 
thought has its stabilized social audience that comprises the environment in 
which reasons, motives, and values and so on are fashioned”. 
 
The finding also offers evidence of the dynamic nature of personality. The 
changes occurring in one’s life in terms of people, environment, and 
conditions in social context are followed by changes in behaviour and 
personality (Vygotsky, 1997c; Leontiev, 1978). For instance, the five 
participants in this study gave accounts of how changes in their personality 
were driven by certain circumstances, such as the sad or happy moments 
experienced by Rianti, the school environment experienced by Lana and 
Dedi, or social community changes in the case of Surya and Tina. Their 
experiences and life-changes, as explored in Chapter Five, show a connection 
between social context and personality development. These changing 
circumstances in multiple contexts seem to significantly shape the 
participants’ actions and responses in everyday social interactions that then 
may or may not play into students’ responsiveness to classroom teaching-
 292 
 
learning processes. The effect of relational processes, as mentioned in 
Chapter Seven, has the potential to bring changes in a person’s self-
development either towards growth or decline following the changes in 
circumstances. In other words, there is a reciprocal relationship between 
social changes and personality changes (Mead, 1962). The impact of social 
changes and experiences is not the same for each person as each 
internalization process is unique. Thus, an individual personality also 
emerges as unique although they share the same or a similar social 
environment to others.  
 
9.2.2. Research question 2: The way students’ personalities influence their 
participation and interaction in the EFL classroom. 
 
Based on the classroom observations, the findings inform that the material 
and learning resources as well as the community of learning and its rules 
complement each other in shaping each student’s learning space. The tools 
may play a crucial part in social interaction, nevertheless individual’s goals 
and other related aspects determine the actions taken (Cole, 1996, p.137). 
The use of diverse classroom activities in the observed class seems to 
accommodate participants’ personalities, which allow them to engage with 
individual and shared responsibilities. These kinds of responsibilities allow 
the students to be exposed to their preferred learning activity whatever their 
personality and learning preferences. Should learning resources and facilities 
in the classroom be limited, this may not affect the students’ opportunities 
to participate in classroom activities. Such limitations may even stimulate 
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creativity particularly if the classroom’s rules do not limit the students’ 
efforts to improvise. Flexible classroom rules, which appear following the 
teacher’s emphasis on the rules of activity, may help the students to be more 
creative. The nature of activity which has a particular goal and is dynamic 
leads the students to act “beyond the frames of a given situation” (Davydov, 
1999, p.39).   
 
The data also discloses the connection of students’ responses in the 
classroom with their previous experiences and their personality. The 
reflection of their personality and previous experiences can be viewed in the 
way students’ express their ideas and their perspectives of the issues on the 
tasks at hand. To illustrate, the five participants in this study often said 
‘based on my experience’, and they also often used the evidence in their 
daily life to strengthen their argument or perspective. Their references to 
their experiences or particular places reveal their connection to their 
previous social processes. In other words, all perspectives or rational 
thoughts are derived from society as “all meanings are made within 
community” (Lemke, 1995, p.9).   
 
In addition, students’ emotions in delivering their ideas inform their 
personalities. Gee (1992, p.107) states, “discourses integrate words, acts, 
values, beliefs, attitudes, social identities, as well as gestures, glances, body 
positions and clothes”. Thus, the way that students communicate their 
perspective shows their personality (Volosinov, 1994). The more expressive 
the person, the more confidence they express in each event and discussion. 
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However, a person may not be able to show their true personality under 
certain circumstances. For instance, in the classroom, a student with an 
expressive personality may not show their expressive side if their confidence 
in their capability in a subject matter is low, which is one of the reasons for 
the differences in levels of students’ participation in the classroom.  
 
The classroom observations indicate that the effect of personality on 
students’ responsive actions in the classroom appear in various forms. To 
illustrate, there are differences in the patterns of activeness and passiveness 
among the students. Students who seem naturally confident, like Dedi and 
Rianti, are always enthusiastic about speaking in class, while others such as 
Surya, whose confidence and active class engagement is based on his 
confidence in his knowledge, skills, and his connection with his friends, 
sometimes is not so enthusiastic. This also happens in the case of the passive 
participants, such as Lana & Tina, who only participate in certain activities 
and seem to avoid participation in others, particularly those which are 
related to whole-class discussions. Maybe the result of this passive behaviour 
is caused by insecure feelings toward the peers’ responses. The passive 
participants can be more active if they know what they have to say but a lack 
of self-esteem and confidence in English can retard their progress. Passivity 
can change only through the active support of peers and the teacher.  
 
The findings also reveal that tensions in the classroom derive from the 
preference for a particular teaching-learning method and for expectations of 
people and activities in the classroom. The students’ personalities influence 
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their preferences and expectations of language learning. For example, a 
passive student like Lana may feel uncomfortable with various activities as 
they may require her to be the focus of attention; meanwhile for Dedi, 
various activities may give him a wider space for expression. The differences 
in personality between Dedi and Lana means that their expectation of the 
classroom system is different, thus, their tensions are different. As a result, 
they show different responses or levels of enthusiasm for the same activities. 
 
Furthermore, the findings show that students’ personalities and previous 
experiences influence the students’ creativity in dealing with classroom 
tensions. The more confident and experienced the students, the more 
creative they can be in using their surrounding situations to achieve optimal 
learning and to effectively engage in the classroom activity. Experiences 
allow a person to develop a creative personality (Moran & John-Steiner, 
2003). Through these experiences, people confront challenges and find 
solutions through a social process. The situations in the class also play a 
significant part in shaping students’ actions and their own positioning within 
learning activity processes. The teacher and the peers may become supports 
that facilitate students’ decisions about actions to take in dealing with 
classroom tensions. Through the influences of peers, teacher, and class 
activities, some participants may become more confident in expressing 
themselves and thus become more creative. As Lantolf and Genung (2002, 
p.176) write, “It is not embedding that makes learning effective; it is the 
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quality of the social framework and the activity carried out within that 
framework that determine learning outcomes”. 
 
9.2.3. Research question 3: The implications of personality issues for 
responsive pedagogy and for constructing a rich learning environment. 
 
Becoming an educator requires continuous effort in both expanding 
understandings of the teaching-learning processes and further developing 
professional teaching and learning competences. Such efforts can facilitate 
students’ learning and enhance their learning experiences by making them 
more meaningful. In these respects, understanding students’ needs and 
diverse personalities is a significant challenge for educators in relation to the 
complex communication dynamics that diverse personalities bring to the 
teaching and learning context. This situation becomes more challenging 
when the impact of interactions between the teacher and students and 
between the students themselves, plays out within the context of a 
classroom activity. 
 
The importance of the teacher as a support factor is implied from the 
participants’ statements about their experiences of the classroom. In 
Chapter Eight, the students describe how the teacher’s characteristics and 
classroom activities allowed them to have a meaningful English learning 
experience. The teacher outlined her own teaching-related goal as reflected 
in her lesson plans. Her pedagogical choices are related to this goal of 
providing opportunities for students to speak English. The teacher’s goal can 
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be different from the students’ goals; however, both the teacher and the 
students share a similar perspective in that their intended final goal is to 
develop their English language communication skills. Some implications for 
implementing responsive pedagogy and for the development of an 
appropriate curriculum for classroom higher education are drawn here.  
 
9.2.3.1. Responsive pedagogy 
 
From the findings, there are pedagogical implications to consider from this 
current study. Concerning the assumption that personality development is a 
dynamic process involving learning processes that provide opportunities to 
further develop one’s personality, attention to psychological factors must be 
balanced with factors of cognition as a classroom generally consists of more 
than 10 students. For this reason, a teacher is required to plan class activities 
with a thoughtful, organized, and well-prepared scheme of learning in order 
to deal with the number of students, the scope of the curriculum, and the 
constraints of the educational institution (Gallimore & Tharp, 1990). Thus, 
particular and varied efforts are required to address dynamic classroom 
situations and responses.  
 
The EFL teacher should be responsive to the personalities of students in 
order to provide the learning conditions necessary for students to participate 
and engage in classroom activities and achieve the expected EFL learning 
outcomes. Discovering the students’ personalities by asking them to write 
their self-description may be one way to be responsive. Thus, the teacher 
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can use this information in their planning for creative and productive 
learning environments. This information and planning is important to 
encourage students to be more responsive in class. In learning a foreign 
language, speaking skills within the communicative situation are important 
for practical teaching and learning purposes. The extent to which students 
can manage the linguistic system is a key indicator of their foreign language 
communication competence. Nevertheless, in reality, communicative action 
contexts may put some people in an uncomfortable situation. Thus, by 
understanding their students, the teacher is in a better position to provide 
both meaningful and less stressful learning environments. As Bruner (1996, 
p.50) states: “Advances in how we go about understanding children’s minds 
are then a prerequisite to any improvement in pedagogy”. 
 
To develop pedagogy responsive to the personalities of students, an 
educational practitioner needs to re-design the learning environment by 
drawing on various sources of mediated tools and by making spaces for 
dynamic interactions between members of the class community. Using 
various mediation tools, such as outdoor activities along with indoor 
activities, brochures or newspapers, the teacher can explore the students’ 
responses under different conditions. Later, the information of this 
exploration can be a guide for implementing a new strategy and selecting 
new material resources for future classes. This approach not only facilitates 
the teacher’s better understanding of their students but it may also produce 
more stimulating learning experiences. In addition, by providing space for 
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students to voice their perspectives and ideas in class discussions, students 
may feel they have greater freedom to express themselves. Such conditions 
can also work to establish classroom rules.  
 
Whatever the activities in the classroom, students’ actions in responding to 
the tasks and questions as well as their self and skills development need to 
be observed through the teacher’s continuous monitoring in order to 
understand the student as a learner and a unique individual. Monitoring of 
students is necessary in order to see the changes, progress and unexpected 
responses under varying classroom conditions that are unavoidably shaped 
by the levels of interest and motivation that the teacher and students bring 
to the classroom. This monitoring can be conducted by asking the students 
questions and actively listening to their responses, which may be related to 
the subject under discussion or to the students’ everyday experiences. For 
monitoring purposes, in individual work, each student must have an 
opportunity to express their opinions. Periodically determining the students’ 
turn to speak may help the teacher to encourage students to use their 
opportunities. For collaborative work, the assignment of particular roles for 
different activities, such as in discussion and drama contexts, may contribute 
to students having equal opportunities for participation.  
 
9.2.3.2. Curriculum development 
 
Classroom success is viewed from the perspective of the teacher having 
covered all of the subject content prescribed by the curriculum in one 
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semester. Student achievement is indicated by their grades. As a result, the 
focus on personality development as a major outcome of the learning 
process in the classroom is lost. For this reason, the affective aspects of each 
theme and activity process needs to be conceptualized along with the 
related cognitive aspects within the curriculum.  
 
A curriculum should identify comprehensive themes and contain 
comprehensive explanations of the relevant teaching and learning processes 
and the techniques required to implement these processes. The curriculum 
needs to be designed with an awareness that each classroom and each event 
is unique in accord with students’ unique responses and interaction styles. 
Thus, unpredictable moments would be accepted as common in the 
classroom. Accommodating this affective factor in classroom EFL learning 
may be a challenge for teachers and other educational decision makers. 
Thus, a standard conceptual framework of this affective factor for each 
curriculum theme may help.  
 
The curriculum should consider students’ diverse learning needs by providing 
alternative activities for each theme. Thus, the teacher can choose which of 
these may be suitable for their students. These alternative activities provide 
the teacher with greater insights into dealing with dynamic situations in the 
class. One activity may suit one class but it may be inappropriate for others 
due to the students’ different personalities. Alternative activities may also 
develop teachers’ creativity in preparing learning resources and interesting 
activities. 
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However, the most important thing is that the curriculum should provide a 
space for the teacher to improvise in order to appropriately adjust the theme 
of the class. By providing an opportunity for the teacher to add two or three 
themes based on their creativity in each semester, to accommodate the 
students’ needs, the class can provide a productive learning context for the 
students. Guidelines for additional themes enable the teacher to make 
adjustments to the activity in accordance with the students’ language skills 
and learning characteristics.   
 
9.3. Personality and the EFL classroom learning model   
 
From the findings, a cyclical model of personality and EFL learning in the 
classroom can be sketched (see Fig 9.1). The model represents a circular 
connection between student’s personalities and classroom EFL learning as 
experienced by the five participating English language learners. The model is 
presented below: 
 
Figure 9.1. Model of the relationship between personality and EFL learning.  
 
Social cultural background and social 
institution
Change and development 
Personality 
Activity 
Opportunity 
Resources 
Actions 
Tensions 
Creativity 
Motive 
Goals 
Self-dev. 
English 
communicative 
skills
Classroom EFL 
learning 
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Figure 9.1 illustrates the way personality can affect and be affected by 
surrounding circumstances and how this affects students’ participation, 
interaction, tensions, and development in the classroom learning process. 
The model is focused on the relational act between personality and English 
as a foreign language in the classroom by considering aspects outside the 
classroom, particularly the contribution of students’ sociocultural 
backgrounds and their previous experiences in social communities and 
institutions. When students come to the class, they bring with them their 
personality as well as their individual learning motives and goals, all of which 
can have strong connections with their diverse sociocultural background and 
social institutional experiences. These differences are in play during 
interaction, participation, and engagement in classroom activity.  
 
The classroom activities, opportunities and resources encourage the 
students to take particular actions that are personal and unique. However, 
unavoidable tensions can arise in the differences in addressing situations and 
the nature of the facilities in the classroom and the students’ different 
responses to each activity. To deal with these tensions, the students use 
their prior experiences, perspectives, ideas and creativity in making 
adjustments to the current situation. These adjustments are made to 
accommodate others, promote changes in the self, and to develop new 
social skills.  
 
The axes in this model could be considered to be representative of the 
relational act between each element within it; each connects with each other 
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in creating unique processes, new experiences and perspectives and a guide 
for action. Through their actions, each participant revealed their different 
personalities and social backgrounds that threw light on their different 
motives for learning English.  
 
In short, the cyclical model of personality and EFL learning in the classroom 
starts within the social community and the results of learning will also impact 
on society. The goals of five students in this study may culminate in the 
implementation of knowledge and skills developed and expanded upon in a 
classroom context and later being used to contribute to the wider society. In 
this process, new identities and personalities may emerge. As “a person is a 
personality” (Mead, 1962, p.162), this personality will possibly emerge in a 
new version, in different situations and contexts. 
 
9.4. Implications for sociocultural theory 
 
The use of a sociocultural approach in this research raises some implications. 
First, the use of a genetic approach - which portrays the sociocultural 
background of the language learners as participants in this study - provides 
descriptive evidence of the learners before they came to the class and up to 
present. These learners’ profiles reveal the diversity of the students in 
relation to their sociocultural backgrounds, personalities, their reasons for 
being interested in English, and their motives for learning English. This 
information provides a description of the possible reasons behind students’ 
different actions in the classroom. This study’s exploration of the way these 
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differences play out in the classroom demonstrates the dynamic and 
complex nature of the classroom teaching-learning process.  
 
By utilizing the two components of genesis, ontogenesis and microgenesis, 
this research is able to cover not only the process of students’ learning in the 
classroom but also the story behind their varied performances while learning 
English-speaking skills. The use of ontogenesis provides evidence of aspects 
of the students’ life which contribute to the way they are in the present, 
their personalities and identities; and through a microgenetic approach, the 
way students’ personalities are reflected in their actions can be captured. 
 
Second, the application of activity theory underscores that the learning 
process involves other elements besides the presence of students and 
teachers. The study findings show how other elements affect students’ 
actions in the classroom. The theory provides information about the way 
each element from Engeström’s activity model - mediated tools, subject, 
object, community, rules, and division of labour - affects and is affected by 
the mainstream classroom communication and interactions. The classroom 
activity system also suggests the ways students’ personalities can influence 
their responses in particular contexts and vice versa.  
 
This research demonstrates that personality development is a complex and 
extended process related to an individual’s social environment inclusive of 
their close engagement with their family, their interactions in their 
community and their involvement in educational institutions. Thus, a 
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comprehensive approach to explore all aspects of individual experience is 
necessary. Sociocultural theory can provide such a comprehensive approach. 
A genetic approach can inform the nature of the relationship between 
students’ personal development and learning, and the effects surrounding 
circumstances have on this relationship. 
 
9.5. Final remarks 
 
Personality is reflected in human behaviour that occurs through interactions 
in society. When a person is involved in communication and interaction, they 
are showing aspects of their personality. In the classroom context, a 
student’s personality could be acknowledged from their interactions in the 
class, both in collaborative activities and in their individual actions. Through 
their engagement in each activity, the students reveal their character. Since 
personality is a representation of the social and cultural history of the 
learner, participants’ patterns of interaction in the classroom cannot be 
separated from this context. Their responses reflect an internalization of 
social values that result in the creation of self-authority. In other words, the 
students’ presence in the class can be seen as a portrait of their background 
and previous experiences, both cognitive and affective. A possibility for 
changes in self-actions, habits, and behaviour may occur from interaction in 
classroom activities. 
  
This study has shown the relationships between the ontogenesis and 
microgenesis of language learners through the participation of five Acehnese 
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university students in Banda Aceh, Indonesia. Each student has a different 
story to tell about their sociocultural background, their language learning 
experiences when they became interested in the English language, their later 
intention to improve their English skills, and their learning experiences inside 
and outside formal educational institutions. Such diversity contributes to the 
participants’ varied responses and learning experiences, and their different 
ways of participating and interacting. Although personality is not the only 
factor affecting the students’ responsive actions, it puts its stamp on the 
actions taken during each activity, activity preferences, and patterns of 
interaction. Under certain circumstances, actions can be stimulated or 
encouraged by a teacher through providing an appropriate teaching strategy. 
This stimulation has the potential to affect the way students perform and 
develop. It is the responsibility of the educator to ensure that students have 
the opportunity to develop their skills as well as their personality.  
 
A language teacher plays a crucial role in leading the students to reach their 
goal in their learning process. Further research might include the teacher as a 
focus of exploration in personality and language learning research from a 
sociocultural perspective. Informed by an understanding of the multi-faceted 
relationship of personality to learning processes, a purposeful approach to 
curriculum design incorporating flexible techniques and adaptable resources 
is required in order to provide optimal learning opportunities for each 
student. Finally, more research into students’ interaction and development 
in classrooms with diverse settings and contexts is needed to enrich 
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understanding of the unique side of students’ learning characteristics; thus, 
deeper perspectives may emerge on responsive pedagogy that considers the 
whole learners. 
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Appendix 1: Instructions guide for written narratives 
 
Self-description 
 
a. Describe briefly what kind of person you are. 
Please include the following information in your narrative: 
- What sort of person you are. Name, at least, 3 characteristics that 
describe you. 
- People’s opinion about you. 
- Your strengths and weaknesses 
- The changes of your personality from childhood to adult. 
- What you like and dislike about your personality. 
- The ways you interact with people around you. 
 
b. Describe briefly what kind of learners you are. 
Please include this information in your narrative: 
- Your common responses to class activity. 
- Your preference for class activities, less of activity or various 
activities. 
- Your preference in studying, independently or in a group. 
- The role you adopt while working in a group. 
- The problems you face while working in a group. 
- Your preferred type of study environment, indoor or outdoor. 
- The place that you enjoy learning most of the time, at school or at 
home 
    
Life history 
 
Describe your life journey from child until present. 
Please include this information in your narrative: 
- Your cultural and ethnic background 
- The environment in which you were born and grew up 
- The most important person in your life. 
- Your childhood dreams 
- Your role in your family 
- Your transition life from high school to university 
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Appendix 2: Questions guide for interviews 
 
 
Interview with participating students 
 
Socio-cultural points 
 
1. Would you please tell me about your family background? 
2. What language did you learn first? 
3. What language is used at home? 
4. Did you ever live with your grandparents or extended family? 
5. What are the values in your family that you think they are special? 
6. How has your background or culture influenced who you are today? 
7. How important is education in your family? 
 
Motives and perception in learning English points 
 
8. Is there anyone in your family good at English? 
9. Who are you studying English for? Yourself, parents, or others? 
10. Why are you interested in English? 
11. What is your long term goal for learning English? 
12. Have you ever interacted with people from English speaking country? 
How do you feel about them? 
 
 
Interview with case study participants 
 
1. As an individual, how would you describe yourself? 
2. How would your friends and family members often describe you? 
3. What are you passionate about? 
4. Tell your experience in learning English. 
5. What do you think about cultural context of the target language? 
Does it influence you? 
6. How do you enjoy learning English in the speaking class? 
7. What do you like most from the class? 
8. What do you feel after learning in class? Do you think you have an 
improvement in your study and personality? 
9. Do you think that your personality help you to learn a new language? 
10. Do you think that your friends, teachers, texts, tools, class 
environment help you to learn and lead to a change? 
11. What are your perceived challenges in achieving high level of English 
proficiency? 
12. What is your expected English proficiency level? 
13. What efforts do you make to improve your English? 
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Interview with a participating teacher 
 
1. In general, what is students’ level of English competency? How is the 
range of students’ competency between one and another? 
2. How is students’ progress during the past one month? 
3. How are students’ usual responses and actions? Do they give enough 
participation and engagement in class activity? 
4. Do you think that the class has provided enough opportunities for the 
learners to have the experiences needed in learning process? How? 
5. What are your efforts to help the learners develop and change 
positively after learning in the class? 
6. How do you respond to students’ action? 
7. If you see that the class does not work like you plan, what are you 
going to do? Are you going to modify the lesson? 
8. How do you modify the lesson? 
9. How often do you modify the lesson? 
10. Have you ever thought about students’ personality when you decide 
to use and choose particular methods, strategies, or techniques? 
11. Could you explain how you use differentiated instruction in the 
classroom? 
12. Could you describe a teaching strategy you used to maximize the 
learning potential of all students? 
13. How would you decide what should be taught in your classroom. 
14. How do you keep your students engaged most of the time? 
15. What would you expect your students to have gained after having 
you as a teacher?  
 
 
 
Interview with case study participants’ peers 
 
1. How would you describe about student A’s personality? 
2. Is it easy to get along with him/her? 
3. How does she/he interact with others? 
4. How is his/her learning habit? 
5. What activities or organization that she/he join with inside and 
outside campus? Is she/he an active person? Is she/he a risk taker?  
6. What do you like and dislike most from him/her? 
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Appendix 3:  Syllabus 
 
Speaking II 
The second semester of the academic year 2011/2012 
 
No Date Activity 
 
1. 22/02/2012 Introduction and game 
 
2. 28/02/2012 Conversation in pairs (theme: introduction) 
 
3. 07/03/2012 Group work (Theme: Agreement and 
disagreement) 
Game 
4. 14/03/2012 Conversation in group (Theme: Shopping) 
 
5 21/03/2012 Group work (Theme: A good teacher) 
 
6. 28/03/2012 Group work : Expressing ideas or opinions 
(theme: Badung Market Child) 
Game 
7. 04/04/2012 Introduction to debate 
 
8. 11/04/2012 Debate practice 
 
9. 18/04/2012 Debate practice 
 
10. 25/04/2012 Midterm test (conversation in group) 
 
11. 02/05/2012 Problem solving tasks in group work (Theme: 
School Daze) 
 
12. 09/05/2012 Role Plays 
 
13. 16/05/2012 Conversation practice by working in pairs 
 
14. 23/05/2012 Pronunciation (Theme: minimal pairs and simple 
past tense regular verbs –ed) 
Work individually by explaining a picture 
(Theme: Busy day) 
 
15. 30/05/2012 Group discussion (Theme: Sophie’s Dilemma) 
The gossip game 
 
16. 06/06/2012 Final Examination (conversation in pairs) 
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